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Abstract 
In light of increasing trend in migration from Africa to Europe, it is crucial to consider our 
perception towards different cultures, religions and nations. During the colonialism, Africans 
were targets of racial othering, in which the African continent and its people were represented 
as subaltern, compared to Europe. Previous studies show that the racial stereotypes of Africa 
are still visible today, and while colonialism is generally regarded as something that happened 
between the core and distant periphery in the past, colonized/colonizer experiences are 
inherently visible also today and even in the Nordic countries. Today, humanitarian aid 
agencies are in a central role in framing the continent for the Western audience. Many of the 
familiar Africa discourses are from the framework of aid. Non-governmental organizations 
remain in a key position creating the image of developing world through their communication. 
However, the emphasized aid agenda further compromises the image of the continent.  
 
The purpose of this thesis is to critically explore the different ways NGOs in Finland represent 
Sub-Saharan Africa and Africans in their visualization. The aim is to critically view the 
contemporary image of Africa in Finland produced by NGOs and connect the representations 
to the wider theoretical discussion on representations of Africa. Methodological basis of this 
study is set in constructionism, which views the world as a socially constructed process, in 
which the social reality and language reflect but also create the world we live in. NGOs’ 
representations of Africa reflect our world view but they also actively create it through their 
materials. The thesis will draw from approaches of post-colonialism and the concepts of 
otherness and paternalism and uses methods of content and discourse analysis in order to 
deconstruct the discursive formations behind the representations of Sub-Saharan Africa.  
 
Results show that representations of NGOs concentrate on positive imagery, showing Africa as 
exotic and colorful and personalize the continent with showing mostly images of people who 
are active and contented. However, the continent and its people are still represented as ‘other’ 
compared to Europe, even if in more positive light. Representations fail to address the diversity 
of Africa and its political and economic position in the world. Moreover, the dominant 
development discourses of neoliberalism are visible in massive amount of photos showing 
active and efficient people, especially women. However, recently, NGOs have started providing 
more ‘mixed messages’, which show Sub-Saharan Africa in more truthful light without 
exaggerating its problems or glossing over the real issues. By implementing the post-colonial 
development discourse to humanitarian communication, NGOs would be able to bring out the 
real voices of non-Western people and embed the indigenous knowledge to their 
visualizations. 
Keywords 
NGOs, post-colonialism, representation, image of Africa, humanitarian communication, 
constructionism, visual analysis 
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Afrikasta Eurooppaan suuntautuvan ja kasvavan muuttoliikkeen valossa, on aiheellista pohtia 
omia mielikuviamme liittyen eri kulttuureihin, uskontoihin ja kansalaisuuksiin. Kolonialismin 
aikana afrikkalaiset olivat rasistisen toiseuttamisen uhreja, jossa Afrikka ja afrikkalaiset 
esitettiin alempiarvoisimpina verrattuna Eurooppaan ja eurooppalaisiin. Kolonialismin aikaiset 
rasistiset stereotypiat Afrikkaan liittyen ovat edelleen nähtävissä myös Pohjoismaissa, vaikka 
kolonialismi yleensä mielletään historialliseksi ilmiöksi, joka tapahtui valloittaja- ja 
valloitettavien maiden välillä. Länsimaiden mielikuva Afrikasta on pysynyt jokseenkin samana 
kolonialismin ajoista lähtien. Nykyään kansalaisjärjestöt ja niiden kehitysviestintä ovat 
avainasemassa tuottamassa tietoa kehitysmaista ja näin ollen ne myös aktiivisesti muokkaavat 
mielikuviamme Afrikasta. Ylikorostunut kehitysapu-diskurssi kuitenkin mustamaalaa 
länsimaista Afrikka-kuvaa entisestään.  
 
Tämän pro gradun tarkoituksena on selvittää, miten Suomessa toimivat kansalaisjärjestöt 
esittävät Saharan eteläpuolisen Afrikan ja afrikkalaiset visuaalisissa materiaaleissaan. 
Tutkielma tarkastelee kriittisesti tämän hetkistä Afrikka-kuvaa kansalaisjärjestöjen tuottamien 
materiaalien näkökulmasta Suomessa ja kytkee järjestöjen tuottamat Afrikka-representaatiot 
laajempaan teoriaan länsimaisesta Afrikka-kuvasta. Tutkimuksen metodologisena lähtökohtana 
on konstruktionismi, jonka mukaan maailma on sosiaalisesti rakentunut prosessi, jossa 
sosiaalinen todellisuus ja kieli heijastavat ja myös muokkaavat maailmankuvaamme. 
Kansalaisjärjestöjen tuottamat representaatiot Afrikasta heijastavat mielikuvaamme alueesta, 
mutta samalla ne myös aktiivisesti muokkaavat sitä. Tutkimus hyödyntää postkolonialistista 
teoriaa sekä toiseuden ja holhouksen käsitteitä.  Tutkimusmenetelminä on käytetty visuaalista 
sisältö- sekä diskurssianalyysiä, joiden avulla puretaan Afrikka-representaatioiden takana 
olevia diskursseja. 
 
Tutkimustuloksien mukaan kansalaisjärjestöjen representaatiot esittävät Saharan eteläpuolisen 
Afrikan eksoottisena ja värikkäänä. Ne myös personoivat maanosan näyttämällä ennen 
kaikkea kuvia ihmisistä, jotka kuvataan aina aktiivisina ja tyytyväisinä elämäänsä. Vaikka 
Afrikka ja afrikkalaiset kuvataan positiivisessa valossa, ne esitetään kuitenkin erilaisena 
verrattuna Eurooppaan ja eurooppalaisiin. Näin toiseuden ja holhouksen teemat seuraavat 
myös järjestöjen tuottamissa representaatioissa. Lisäksi neoliberalismi on selvästi näkyvissä 
järjestöjen visualisoinnissa, joka keskittyy esittämään aktiivisten ja tehokkaiden ihmisten 
kuvaamiseen. Visualisoinnissa on kuitenkin merkkejä uudesta suunnasta, jossa maanosa 
pyritään esittämään todenmukaisemmassa valossa liioittelematta sen ongelmia tai 
kaunistelematta kehitysavun roolia tai kehityksen vauhtia. Lisäämällä postkolonialistisen 
kehitysdiskurssin visualisointeihinsa, järjestöt pystyisivät tuomaan paremmin esille paikallisten 
yhteisöjen äänen ja tietämyksen viestinnässään.  
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konstruktionismi, visuaalinen analyysi 
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In light of globalization and the increasing trend in migration, it is relevant to consider our 
perception towards regions and people that are distant from us or do not share the common 
cultural context with us. Racism and xenophobia have increased alarmingly everywhere in the 
world, and the current migration wave or “refugee crises” addresses it. Racism, in its 
traditional form has shifted to ‘cultural’ racism, which ranges from somewhat invisible forms 
of discrimination, to open and even violent attacks against members of a different culture, 
nationality or religion (McEwan 2009; Loftsdóttir & Jensen 2012). Post-colonial authors (i.e. 
Said 1978; Mudimbe 1994; Löytty 1994; McEwan 2009) argue that identity of European 
nations were born through racial ‘othering’ in which Europe was constructed from the idea 
what it is not, and thus, European identities were deeply influenced by colonialism and 
imperialism (Loftsdóttir & Jensen 2012: 1). While colonialism is generally regarded as 
something that happened between core and distant periphery in the past, for example 
Loftsdóttir & Jensen (2012) argue that colonized/colonizer experiences are inherently visible 
in the Nordic countries also today. Moreover, Sawyer and Habel (2014) point out that the 
Nordic countries have failed to recognize their responsibility in colonialism.  
In European history, especially Africa and Africans have been targets of racial othering, in 
which the African continent and its people are represented as ‘subaltern’, inferior and weaker 
compared to Europe and Europeans. First myths of Africa emerged as replacers of factual 
knowledge (Grosz-Ngaté et al. 2014: 12) and thus, the myths of exotic, wild, dark or black 
Africa were born during the time when nobody knew anything about Africa. The reason of 
this labelling was not to represent Africa in negative light but these discourses emerged from 
the lack of knowledge (Grosz-Ngaté et al. 2014:12; Hall 1997b: 239). However, later the 
slave trade, colonialism and imperialism created discourses that represented the continent in 
the so-called ‘us and other’-frame (Said 1978). The racial stereotypes, simplifications, and 
labeling on Africa and Africans are still visible today (Grosz-Ngaté et al. 2014: 12). 
The colonial and imperial discourse represented Africa as ‘other’, drawing from stereotypical 
metaphors of ‘savage’, ‘weak’, ‘feminine’ and ‘primitive’, which were creations of, first, 
Western explorers and later, Western colonizers (Mudimbe 1994; McEwan 2009). Löytty 
(1994) explains that Africa is often seen as a strange, different, and even frightening ‘other’ 
compared to Europe. This is due to the ethnocentric and Eurocentric way Africa has been 
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represented since the colonial times and this kind of framing has prevented other ways to view 
the continent (Löytty 1994:116). Odemerho and Spells (2012: 172) argues that binaries such 
as light/dark, civilized/savage, and known/mysterious are created to construct a space between 
‘West and the rest’. McEwan (2009: 135) further notes that many of the representations of 
Africa today reassemble the representation of the continent in the nineteenth century; 
discourses such as: ‘Africans as a childhood’, ‘Land of diseases’,  and ‘Africans as dangerous 
savages’ are creations from the colonial era, but sadly, they can be found from today’s 
development discourses as well (McEwan 2009: 135‒138). 
“Regardless of the time period, Africa remains seen as behind the West, whether the 
authors believe the former needs the latter or not”. (Fabian 2013:104). 
The citation above argues that little has changed since the era of colonialism in terms of 
Western image of Africa. Representations of uncivilized savages have been changed to 
underdevelopment and poverty (i.e. Manji & O'Coill 2002; Franks 2010; Fabian 2013) and as 
Franks (2010:73) points out, since the end of colonial era, Western media has reduced the 
image of Africa to stereotypes and clichés; the style which many authors refer to as ‘the 
National Geographic syndrome’. News coverage concentrates on disasters happening in 
Africa and in addition, humanitarian aid agencies are in a central role in framing the continent 
for the Western audience (Franks 2010: 76). In fact, Franks (2010: 82) argues that many of 
the familiar Africa discourses in media are from the framework of aid and are created by aid 
agencies. Regarding the humanitarian communication, media and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) are depended on each other. NGOs are depended on right kind of 
media attention in order to promote their initiatives and projects for publics (Franks 2010: 75; 
Cottle & Nolan 2007: 863) while NGOs, who are often operating closer to local people and 
have information about their situation, are able to help journalists in reaching people, 
providing local knowledge and access to local institutions (Franks 2010:79).  
According to Dogra (2012: 2), non-governmental organizations remain in a key position 
creating the image of developing world and global poverty through their messages and images 
in fund raising, advocacy and educational material. The representations they create, in forms 
of advertisements, posters, TV spots, photos and messages, are visible in our everyday life. 
As NGOs are considered as important actors in development and poverty reduction and as 
well as “carriers of material and cultural knowledge about poverty across the globe” (Dogra 
2012:2), the representations they convey have a relatively strong impact on people’s 
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perceptions towards the ‘Third World’. As Franks (2010:80) notes, the public trust to 
humanitarian aid agencies is still strong. However, the emphasized aid agenda, from which 
perspective Africa is often framed, further compromises the image of the continent.  
Non-governmental organizations are actors in development industry and their aim is to 
provide and produce knowledge about developing world and poverty in the world (Dogra 
2012: 2). Moreover, what is central to NGOs and to their humanitarian communication is that 
they act as representatives for people in Global South.  Providing aid for people in vulnerable 
situation, as well as implementing projects focusing on poverty reduction, justify their actions 
also in the field of communication. (Vestergaard 2011: 15).  Thus, NGOs have moral 
obligations to represent developing world and its people as truthfully as possible without 
reinforcing racial stereotypes or victimizing people. On the other hand, NGOs are depended 
on external funding from governments and private donors, and thus, their communication 
strategies have to be view in this context (Vestergaard 2011: 15; Dogra 2012: 2). 
There are lot of studies concentrating on humanitarian communication and their role as 
representatives of ‘distant sufferers’ (i.e. Manzo 2006; Wilson 2011; Vestergaard 2010; 
Chouliaraki 2010; Dogra 2012; Orgad 2013) and researches studying contemporary Western 
image of Africa (i.e. Manji & O’Coill 2002; Campbell 2007; Franks 210; Fabian 2013;) as 
well as post-colonialism in the Nordic countries (Loftsdóttir & Jensen 2012 and Sawyer and 
Haber 2014). However, the role of NGOs in creating perception about developing world or 
especially about Africa, in the context of prevalent post-colonialism, is less studied. Repo and 
Yrjölä (2011) examine how the idea of Africa is constructed in the context of celebrity 
humanitarianism, in which celebrities are seen as instruments in the development of Africa 
(Repo & Yrjölä 2011: 44). In the department of Geography and Geoscience there have been 
few Master’s thesis’ examining for example, how representations of Third World Women 
have been constructed in Kehitys-magazine (Ronkainen 2014) and how China’s aid policy to 
Africa is portrayed in different news media (Hirvensalo 2012). However, there are no studies 
that would examine the role of NGOs in image creation in Finland. Thus, this thesis brings the 
topic up by concentrating on the visual representation of Africa, which development 
organizations in Finland produce in the context of post-colonialism and development 




The study region of the thesis is Sub-Saharan Africa since in many cases Sub-Saharan Africa 
has emerged as a concept that refers to the whole continent (i.e. About Africa, UNDP 2016). 
While the division between North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa is artificial, much of the 
literature related to the idea of Africa focuses on Sub-Saharan Africa and regards this as the 
“real” Africa (Binns 1994). Therefore, in this thesis the term ‘Sub-Saharan Africa’ is used 
interchangeable with ‘Africa’. Thus, when referring to Africa it means Sub-Saharan Africa, 
but the term ‘Sub-Saharan Africa’ does not refer to the whole Africa in this thesis. 
In the next subchapter, the aim of this thesis and the research questions will be explained. 
Chapter two discusses the context of this thesis in the light of previous studies and introduces 
the non-governmental organizations that were examined in this thesis. Moreover, the study 
region of Sub-Saharan Africa is further explained as well as the concept of the ‘idea of 
Africa’. In the third chapter, methodological basis of the thesis will be clarified, and the 
theoretical approaches, from which this thesis is drawn from, will be explained. Chapter four 
continues from this, with explaining the concept, history, and communication strategies of 
NGOs. The following chapter will examine the methodological choices, methods and data of 
this study and lastly, the results of this study will be presented and discussed.  
1.1 Aim of the study and research questions 
 
The purpose of this thesis is to critically explore the different ways NGOs in Finland 
represent Sub-Saharan Africa and Africans in their visualization through post-colonialist 
approaches and concept of development discourse. The aim is to understand the contemporary 
image of Africa in Finland produced by NGOs through their materials and connect the 
representations to the wider theoretical discussion on representations of Africa. The time 
period explored covers the years from 2000 to 2015.  The thesis concentrates on the NGOs’ 
departments of communication and advocacy leaving out the images used by marketing and 
fund raising departments. Thus, the research questions are:  
1. How NGOs represent Sub-Saharan Africa with their visual communication strategies 
during the time period from 2000 to 2015? 
2. What kind of developmental approaches can be recognized from the visual 
representations of NGOs?  
3. How NGOs consider the ethical guidelines in their visualizations and messages? 
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The aim of the thesis is to view how NGOs represent the Sub-Saharan Africa and reproduce 
the image of Africa for their audience (readers and clients) in Finland. As development NGOs 
tend to work in practice to improve the livelihoods of people in need, their work is usually 
guided by different developmental approaches, visions and goals. Thus, the thesis seeks to 
recognize these approaches and practises from the visual representations and how these 
approaches impact on the image of Africa. For instance, Wilson (2011) argues that a 
dominant development discourse of neoliberalism has an impact on developmental practices 
of NGOs even if organizations generally seek to address alternative developmental discourses 
with emphasize on human agenda (McEwan 2009: 186).  However, the impact of 
neoliberalism is often visible in the messages of NGOs. Market liberation is shown to 
empower people in the Third World and to liberate them from sorrow and misery by creating 
jobs for people and, in a similar way, colonization was represented to save ‘savages’ and to 
bring civilization to Africa (Wilson 2011). 
Today, organizations tend to consider more carefully the prevalent ethical guidelines in their 
communication methods and, for instance, KEPA, the umbrella organization for Finnish 
NGOs, arranges workshops and lectures related to this topic. The General Assembly of 
European NGOs, Concordia, has created the Code of Conduct on Images and Messages, 
recently updated by Dócha, the Irish Association of non-governmental organizations, to 
provide framework for NGOs in their public communication strategies and to promote more 
ethical, sustainable and equitable use of messages and images (Dócha 2014). The Code of 
Conduct is used in Finland among development organizations. With the guidelines from the 
Code, I will explore how the ethical dimension is considered in the communication materials 
regarding Sub-Saharan Africa.  
The hypothesis is that Finnish NGOs tend to consider the moral and ethical issues in their 
visualization rather well. However, presumably the image of Africa represented by NGOs 
stays rather simplified and one-sided concentrating mostly on ‘the exotic side’ of Africa by 
producing positive images and descriptive texts and thus, visualization mainly follows the 
familiar discourses of exotic, wild Africa, leaving out other ways to represent the continent. 
However, it is likely that the terms of ‘feminisation’ and ‘infantilizing’ repeated in previous 
studies, can also be seen from the visualisation of Finnish NGOs. In the interpretative analysis 
the theoretical framework of Dogra (2012: 18), called ‘post-colonial lenses’ will be used and 
the discourses will be arranged under two categories: colonialism and development. With the 




2.1 Image of Africa in Finland 
 
The Finnish image of Africa follows the general Western world view. For instance, Takala 
(1981) and Paasi (1984) have conducted large surveys to study the world views of Finns. The 
study of Paasi, views stereotypical descriptions of different nations found from textbooks. 
According to the results, Africans were often represented negatively and in one-sided light 
and the Eurocentric view was highlighted in the texts.  School teaching has a strong influence 
in image creation, and according to Takala (1981:159), the construction of geographical 
knowledge is partly depended on school teaching. Text books and descriptions of ‘different’ 
have had a strong influence on the world view of Finnish people in the past and today’s 
reality is not that different. Finland’s national news channel YLE published an article on how 
school teaching still has a negative impact on students’ perceptions towards Africa 
(Myllyniemi 2014). When thinking of ‘Africa’, students recall issues such as slavery, crises 
and development aid. Professor Fred Dervin, interviewed in the article, also argues that many 
teachers have an ‘out-of-date’ view on Africa (Myllyniemi 2014). This can be considered as 
an issue in the globalized world where there are several students whose one or both parents 
come originally from Africa. How these negative images influence the construction of their 
self-identity?  
In addition to school teaching, media, parents, and our mobility shape our understanding of 
the world (Takala 1981: 45–49). In my bachelor thesis I viewed Finnish encyclopaedias and 
how they represent Africa in different times. A short questionnaire was made for students (age 
16‒19) to view the Finnish image of Africa today. The results suggested that negative images 
such as conflicts, droughts, starvation and poverty remain as first impressions when people 
think the word ‘Africa’. In addition to negative images, there are also the image of ‘exotic 
Africa’ where the wild nature with deserts, savannahs, jungles and exotic wild animals, rich 
natural resources, colourful clothes of the native people and happy laughing children play a 
distinctive role. These perceptions are nearly the same as those represented in the first Finnish 
encyclopaedia in the beginning of the 20th century.  
The negative images may guide the actions of people but also the actions of governments and 
corporations. For instance, Anyanwu (2006) argues that negative perceptions towards Africa 
have largely caused the low investments in countries of Africa. Mkandawire (2014) argues 
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that ‘Afropessimism’, produced especially by Western media but also by academic circles 
during the 1980s and 1990s, have had a negative impact on Africa. The negative stereotypes 
not only influenced the self-esteem of Africa but influences were felt also in financial terms: 
“They depicted Africa as economically much riskier than it ever was and dampened the 
animal spirits of investors” (Mkandawire 2014: 171).  Collier (2007) reminds that too often 
the public opinion controls the development policies of the governments. According to the 
public opinion, development cooperation needs to be effective and bring instant results. 
Therefore governments often practice development cooperation with the states that have 
stable political climate, strong economy and rich natural resources, so that the cooperation can 
benefit both participants (Collier 2007:184). Many states in Africa do qualify as ‘good 
partners’, however, negative images may influence the decision to practice cooperation. 
The impact of negative media coverage is recognized in Finland as well. In order to impact on 
the persisting negative image people have on Africa, there are few organizations that have 
created events for showing Finns the other side of Africa; for example, Helsinki African Film 
Festival (HAFF) which has been organised six times already. HAFF argues that media often 
presents imperfect stories which show Africa in a certain light, usually in negative, and thus, 
HAFF instead, seeks to present other kind of stories (HAFF 2015). The idea of the film 
festival is to show African movies produced by Africans.  In addition, annually organized 
Global Village Festival is the biggest cross-cultural festival in Finland where almost all NGO 
are present (Maailma kylässä 2016). Global Village festival offers multicultural program from 
all over the world and gives chance for NGOs to promote their projects in Finland. Moreover, 
Rastas and Seye (2015) argue that African musicians in Finland play a key part of 
constructing ‘Africaness’ in Finnish society through their professional activities. 
However, as a recent survey commissioned by the Ministry for Foreign Affairs reveals, 
Finnish people have overly negative perceptions towards developing world and developing 
cooperation. Moreover, their image of world’s poverty is actually worse than it really is 
(Taloustutkimus 2015). According to the survey, nearly eight out of ten Finns think that 
poverty has increased in the world since 1990 and more than eight out of ten believes that less 
than half of the children in developing world attend elementary school (Taloustutkimus 
2015). In other words, despite the fact that Finns’ perceptions towards Africa persist as 




2.2 NGOs and representations 
 
There are approximately 300 non-governmental organizations in Finland which are involved 
in development cooperation activities (Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland 2015). Many 
of the NGOs were committed to promote UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 
NGOs operate in the fields of social and rural development in order to improve the basic 
needs and rights of the poorest people. The aim of the NGOs is also to strengthen the civil 
societies in developing countries, so that the countries’ own civil society could evidently 
continue the work of NGOs and this way empower the citizens in their development process. 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Finland funds development cooperation of the organizations 
and the annual budget of NGOs is highly depended on this funding.  
As mentioned above, NGOs play a key part in representing ‘the Third World’ to the Northern 
audience (Dogra 2012), also in Finland. Their campaigns produce images, videos, advertises, 
and brochures that are visible almost anywhere we go. These visualizations and messages 
draw an image on what we consider as the ‘developing world’. Images and messages of  
NGOs influence our world view of different places and have a strong impact on what we 
think about, for example, the words: ‘Africa’, ‘Aid’, ‘Poverty’ or ‘Crisis’. We have a strong 
trust to aid agencies (Franks 2010) and them as “carriers of material and cultural knowledge 
about poverty across the globe” (Dogra 2012:2). The representations they create have an 
influence on us. However, the representations NGOs produce are criticized by many authors, 
for example, as dehistoricized, meaning that the images have been taken out of the historical 
context of imperialism and colonialism (Dogra 2012). Others refer to these representations as 
‘infantilising’ or ‘feminising’ the developing world (i.e. Burman 1995; Monza 2006; Wilson 
2011) and reproducing the colonial legacy, for example, in a form of empowerment and 
neoliberalism (i.e. Dogra 2011 & Wilson 2011). In addition, in the past a common feature for 
NGOs’ imagery and messages has been the victimization of the Third World, in other words, 
showing ‘negative’ images from Global South. Especially Africa and Africans have been 
represented by using the ‘helpless victim’ discourse, which represents them as passive objects 
of an aid (McEwan 2009: 138). 
The communication strategies of NGOs are an important factor in the image production of the 
organizations. In the context of development, communication media has generally been used 
to spread information on development projects in order to encourage the public to support 
different development projects. (Servaes 2008: 20). However, in order to promote global 
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humanitarianism, NGOs are highly depended on practices and attention of the media (Cottle 
& Nolan 2007: 863).  Cottle and Nolan sums up that  
“it is in and through the media that NGO aims and appeals, images and ideals are 
principally disseminated and become known, and it is by these same means that public 
sympathies and support are periodically galvanized in humanitarian appeals” (2007: 
863). 
In addition, NGOs as non-profit organizations are depended on funding from governments 
and private donors. The current trend is that public funding from the states is declining, which 
has led to stronger competition between NGOs over the private funding. Now, NGO need to 
find new communication strategies in order to distinct from each other (Vestergaard 2008: 
472).  
In 2014, Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland amounted 11 million to development 
cooperation of Finnish NGOs. In Finland NGOs are important and visible actors in the 
development industry and they also have an important role in communications and global 
education. Organizations promote the public discussion on global issues such as human rights, 
democratic decision-making and participation in global context.  Until recently, in addition to 
development cooperation, Ministry for Foreign Affairs funded long-term global education 
projects with EUR 2 million annually. (Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland 2015). 
However, in autumn 2015, current government cut down 43 per cent of their funding from 
NGOs’ development cooperation (Kepa 2016), and thus, the appropriation to development 
cooperation in Finland dropped below the European average (Kepa newsletter 2015). 
Moreover, these cuts are visible in development communication and in organization’s global 
education; functions that have been solely depended on government’s funding (Salminen 
2015). 
2.3 NGOs in the study 
 
The non-governmental organizations chosen for this thesis are: 
 Plan Finland 
 World Vision Finland 





All the NGOs chosen are relatively well-known organizations operating in Finland and Sub-
Saharan Africa (as well as in many other regions) and each has a distinctive role in 
development cooperation. Each organization is also a partner of the Ministry for the Foreign 
Affairs in Finland (except UFF no longer), and a significant amount of their yearly budget is 
covered by the Ministry for Foreign Affairs (table 1). 
Table 1 Table presents basic information of the NGOs examined in this thesis. (Plan Suomi 2015, 
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Plan Suomi and World Vision are relatively large international development organizations, 
which have a long history in the field of development. Plan International was established to 
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support children’s education, health and rights in Spanish Civil war. After the World War II, 
the operation and activities gradually expanded to the less developed countries (Plan 
International 2016). Plan Finland operates as an independent partner in the international 
organization of Plan (Plan Suomi 2016). World Vision was founded as a child sponsorship 
programme in response to support orphans at the end of the Korean War (World Vision 
International 2016). World Vision of Finland was established in 1983 and as Plan Finland it 
operates as a part of the international World Vision organization (World Vision Suomi 2016). 
World Vision and Plan Suomi have development programmes in several African countries 
focusing on children’s education, water and sanitation systems, HIV and AIDS awareness, 
food security, livelihoods and empowerment of communities.   
Finn Church Aid, Taksvärkki and UFF are originally Finnish, each operating in Finland and 
in several African countries. Finn Church aid is the biggest development organization in 
Finland and the second biggest donor in humanitarian assistance. NGO operates in several 
countries of Sub-Saharan Africa where it has multiannual projects concentrating on illiteracy, 
peace building, empowerment of women and children and democracy building and seek to 
improve the livelihoods of people in fragile areas exposed for example to natural hazards or 
armed conflicts (Finn Church aid 2016). 
Taksvärkki and UFF are smaller organizations but still, well-known actors in the field of 
development. Taksvärkki arranges campaigns for schools to raise funds for developing world 
and these campaigns have become an annual tradition in many schools in Finland. Campaigns 
support especially rights of children and young people to education, good health and work 
(Taksvärkki 2016). UFF is the smallest of these organizations and differs from other 
organization, since it does not have any fund raising campaigns. The yearly budget of UFF 
consists of the financial assistance of the Foreign Ministry (as with the other organizations) 
and the funds gained from cloths collection. UFF provides recycling service to collect used 
cloths. Some of these cloths are then sold in their UFF clothing stores and some are sent to 
Baltic or African countries (UFF 2016). The development programmes of UFF concentrate on 
food security, farming and education.  
The organizations chosen for this study differ according to their size, origin, focus group and 
agenda while having a unifying factor of development cooperation and advocacy work. As the 
focus of this study is on the image of Africa in Finland, studying the communication materials 
of Finnish NGOs is crucial as international organizations presumably use at least partly the 
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same material world-wide. However, the international NGOs (INGOs) operating in Finland 
play a distinctive role in the Finnish field of development organizations and thus, have a 
significant role in creating perceptions about developing world and Sub-Saharan Africa. All in 
all, for this thesis it is justified to choose three Finnish-based organization and two INGOs in 
order to keep the main focus on Finns’ perception of Africa.   
2.4 The research area 
2.4.1 Geographical context of Sub-Saharan Africa 
Sub-Saharan Africa refers to region that covers the area south from Sahara in Africa (figure 
1). In general terms, it includes all the states in Africa except the North African countries. 
There are 54 countries in Africa from which 49 are considered as part of Sub-Saharan Africa. 
 
Figure 1 Sub-Saharan Africa is considered as the part south from Sahara in Africa. There are 49 
countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. (PRB 2016; GADM 2015) 
 
The land mass of African continent is 30.3 million square kilometres and as such, it is the 
second largest continent in the world after Asia (Geographica 2008: 312). Because of the vast 
land mass, the natural diversity is dense with rain forests, deserts, savannas, mountains, and 
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lakes (Grosz-Ngaté et al. 2014: 2). Moreover, according to Population Reference Bureau 
(2016), there are 1,203 million people in Africa (974 million in Sub-Saharan Africa) who 
speak over two thousand languages and are divided to thousands of ethnic groups (Grosz-
Ngaté et al. 2014: 2). Besides of the diversity in a level of a continent, there occurs a large 
diversity between the countries of Africa. Because of the vastness of Africa, people tend to 
classify and make stereotypes in order to better understand the continent (Martin & O’Meara 
1995:13)  
Often international organizations, publications and policies separate the continent of Africa to 
Northern- and Southern parts (i.e. PRB 2016; IMF 2016) and sometimes when referring only 
to Sub-Saharan Africa they actually mean the whole Africa (UNDP 2016). On the other hand, 
for instance, Encyclopaedia Britannica, divides continent to five principle regions (Northern, 
Western, west-central, Eastern and Central and Southern) according to their geographical, 
ecological and cultural differences (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2015). However, the division 
between north and south is widely acknowledge and generally justified through the strong 
Muslim community and Arabic culture that connect North Africa more closely to the Middle 
East. Moreover, the Saharan desert is regarded as a natural barrier between these regions, but 
as Grosz-Ngaté and others (2014: 3) argue, Sahara has never been an obstacle for diffusion 
between ideas, goods and people. Moreover, Islam is not solely followed in Northern African 
countries but large Muslim communities are also found from Sub-Saharan Africa; for 
example, Senegal, Mali, and Somalia. Arabic is the official language in the north as well as in 
Sudan and Mauritania, and Berber languages are spoken in both sides of the Sahara.  
However, the Western image of ‘Africa’ is generally related to the Southern part of the 
continent and thus, the focus of this study is on Sub-Saharan Africa, even if the division 
between north and south is somewhat imagined and weak. In literature, Sub-Saharan Africa is 
often referred to as ‘tropical’ or ‘black’ or as ‘real Africa’ with primitive tribes, wild animals 
and tropical or arid climate (Binns 1994). Furthermore, the region is widely known by 
conflicts, famines, droughts, poverty and other social and political problems usually 
represented by media (Martin & O’Meara 1995: 5). While existence of some of these 
problems is undeniable, the region has made significant improvements during the 21
st
 century. 
In many countries, especially in the Southern parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, it is evident that 
steady economic growth and a rise in GDP is happening (Figure 2) and  this has led to 
flourishment of private sector in agriculture, telecommunications, housing and construction 
(UNDP 2016). Furthermore, armed conflicts have diminished, there have been democratic 
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transition in many states and also, the level of extreme poverty has declined since 1999 (ibid). 
However, there are still some pervasive problems in all sectors of development. While some 
countries are developing and integrating into world economy some remain stuck in conflicts 
and chronic poverty. The economic growth has not benefit everybody and inequalities within 
regions have stayed. Still over 40 per cent of Sub-Saharan Africans are living in extreme 
poverty and women’s participation in decision-making stays low. Rapid urbanization has led 
to problems in infrastructure, employment, and security. However, it is problematic how these 
few characters have become permanent ways to define the whole continent. Moreover, as 
Khalema, Andrews and Odoom (2013: 291) argue, Sub-Saharan Africa is trapped because of 
unequal global economy in which the role of African states is to produce few products for 
their ex-colonializing powers. 
 
Figure 2 GDP per capita (US dollars) in Sub-Saharan Africa in 2014. While 21
st
 century has brought 
steady economic growth, several countries are still struggling from pervasive poverty. (World Bank 
2014; IMF 2014; GADM 2015) 
 
2.4.2 Idea of Africa 
Africa is a geographical unit, which, like many other units, is an idea invented by people, 
more precisely Europeans (Grosz-Ngaté et al. 2014: 11). As Europe arouse to global 
15 
 
dominance from the 16
th
 century, it was Europeans who mapped, wrote, described and spread 
their ideas of Africa all around the world. As Grosz-Ngaté and others note (2014: 12), first 
perceptions of Africa were exotic, mysterious and different but the continent was not 
described in negative terms. During that time, the living conditions both in Africa and Europe 
did not differ that much and both regions had similar issues with low life expectancy, poverty, 
and diseases. It was just from the 17
th
 century onwards when Africa gradually became 
something opposite than Europe and Grosz-Ngaté and others (2014: 13) argue that one reason 
for this was the industrialization that emerged in Europe. Through new technical inventions 
and economic improvements, Europe started to develop, and this led to the point where idea 
of Africa become something less compared to Europe. 





thousands of slaves were pulled by force from their home lands and ported to North America, 
Caribbean and Europe (Grosz-Ngaté et al. 2014:13). The slave status put the Africans in 
inhuman position; they were considered as barbaric, uncivilized creatures not even belonging 
to the same humankind. These metaphors emerged as ways to separate Africans from 
Europeans and classifications by racial characters made them as ‘distant subaltern other’. 
Later, during the era of colonialism, ‘othering’ became a mean to legitimize the presence of 
Europeans in Africa (McEwan 2009: 135).   
The negative labels, which Europeans attributed to Africa and Africans, are still visible today 
(Grosz-Ngaté et al. 2014: 14). The exotic and mysterious descriptions that emerged from lack 
of information were followed by racial classification through slave trade and later colonialism 
and imperialism. The purpose of racial classification was to legitimize European presence in 
Africa and emphasize the superiority of Europeans over locals (Mudimbe 1994). However, 
these classifications have become permanent perception on how Westerns regard the 
continent (Grosz-Ngaté et al. 2014: 14). Today, especially media reinforce these images 
through their communication that concentrates on African tragedies, famines, droughts, civil 
wars and poverty without explaining the accurate backgrounds for these incidents (Franks 
2010).  For example Campbell (2007: 359) argues that visual performance of Africa that news 
media produce through reportages from conflict areas fails to address cultural, moral and 
spatial difference of the continent but reduce it to disaster, despair and disease. These labels 
force Africa as an object to colonialism, imperialism and humanitarianism that have labelled 
the continent during the last few hundred decades.  Development organizations with their 
actions reinforce this traditional image of Africa through their communications that often 
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represents Africans as distant sufferers and objects of foreign aid. (Franks 2010). As 
Campbell (2007) notes, the issue with communication, especially communication that shows 
massive amount of suffering women and children, “is not one of accuracy or appropriateness 
“- -“but what they do, how they function, and the impact of this operation” (Campbell 2007: 
379). Instead of regarding these reportages as carriers of accurate information, we should 
consider them as metaphors telling us how we should feel about Africa (ibid.).  
All in all, as Grosz-Ngaté and others (2014) point out “places are ideas, continents are 
inventions, and Africa is what people have imagined it to be” (Grosz-Ngaté et al. 2014: 15). 
Thus, even if we have accurate geographic information about places like Africa, the 
perceptions and ideas whether they are true or not, guide our thoughts and actions. 
3. Theoretical framework 
 
For any research it is crucial to understand the methodological backgrounds and to tie the 
study to the epistemologies and traditions of its wider field (geography, in this case). As 
Graham (2005: 10) notes, “philosophy is to research as grammar is to language”. This means 
that in order to conduct a successful research, we need to make philosophical choices and 
follow these choices (Häkli 1999: 13). The theoretical background for this thesis is drawn 
from post-colonialist approaches using the representation of ‘other’ as a main concept. Since, 
the topic is strongly related to communication strategies of NGOs, thesis also touches 
communication studies. Considering my role as development geographer and the subject of 
this thesis, special attention will be given to concept of development discourse.  
The purpose of the thesis is to explore the image of Africa in Finland by viewing visual 
imaginary of the communication materials of NGO. Thus, the knowledge interest mainly rests 
in historical-hermeneutic approach which aims to understand the phenomenon (Kitchin & 
Tate 2013:23). However, considering the post-colonialist context in which the representations 
are examined and the power relations, which are inherent part of studying representations, this 
thesis also has a critical approach beyond understanding. Thus, more precisely, the purpose of 
this study is to critically explore and understand the image of Sub-Saharan Africa and 
deconstruct the dominant discourses that are visible in Africa representations. However, this 
study seeks to be as value-free as possible without action-orientated approach, which is 
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common for critical approach (Kitchin & Tate 2013:23), all tough, it is acknowledged that no 
research can be entirely free from values or subjectivity of a researcher. 
3.1 Basis of the research 
 
Photos of Sub-Saharan Africa are ‘representations’ that present Africa, but show it from the 
certain point of view. Dyer emphasizes (1993:2) that representations are productions shaped 
by the cultural forms that consist of commonly accepted agreements and codes. Thus, images 
produced by NGOs are not reflections of reality but are shaped by certain cultural and 
political ideas and ideologies; in this case, the strategies and visions of NGOs. I will later 
return later to the theoretical concept of representation, but first I want to address the idea of 
Hall (1997). According to Hall (1997: 12) meanings of the representations are produced and 
exchanged between members of a culture, and this connects the theory of representations to 
idealism. According to idealism, reality is constructed through our perceptions of the world 
and is shaped by language (Häkli 1999:100). Closest methodologies to idealism are 
humanism and constructionism, which emphasize understanding. While it would be possible 
to use several philosophical premises in order to view the representations of Africa, for this 
study the theoretical methodology of constructionism is the best choice since it concentrates 
not just on meanings or representation but also on power relations behind representations and 
how our world views are constructed through these representations. 
In qualitative research, as mainly in this thesis, constructionism is a typical approach 
(Creswell 2013: 8). According to constructivist methodology, people consider the world they 
live in as a self-evident truth. On the other hand, we also produce the reality through our 
thoughts and actions (Häkli 1999: 133). Constructivist geography seeks to understand the 
different ways we outline the world and how these outlines have emerged. In addition, it 
explores the political and historical occasions that have impacted the processes. 
Constructionism also attempts to rebuild socially constructed reality and to reveal the power 
relations behind this process that produce, shape and reinforce the constructed reality (Häkli 
1999:137─138). It is important to acknowledge that in constructionism, researchers interpret 
the world from their own personal, cultural and historical backgrounds (Creswell 2014: 8) and 
thus, research can never be fully objective.  
The concept of socially constructed world is closely connected to discursive thinking. As 
McEwan (2009) notes, the purpose of discourse is to “naturalize and universalize the 
18 
 
particular view of the world” (McEwan 2009: 122). In the context of constructionism 
discourses are tools that create socially and culturally constructed world.  This approach 
separates constructionism clearly from humanism, which instead seeks to concentrate on the 
subjectivity; how meanings are constructed subjectively.  
Constructionism concentrates on the origin and development of abstract groups that are 
necessary for the world we live in (Häkli 1999:132). In geography, categories such as place, 
landscape, region, state or continent are constructions that exist in our reality but it is difficult 
to explain the origin or the history of such categories (Häkli 1999:137). For instance, Africa 
and more precisely, the ideas that are connected to Africa, are constructions that have been 
produced and shaped in a history through different power relations. These ideas and 
perceptions are constructed by discourses that can become so ingrained to the structures of 
our society that we hardly give any attention to them. For example, there are limited amount 
of ways Africa is generally represented in the media. If repeated from year to year and from 
newspaper to newspaper, these ways of representations become natural reflections of Africa 
in the readers’ perceptions. Thus, even though the continent differs culturally, spatially, 
morally and historically, the contemporary news reportages reduce its plurality to despair, 
disaster and disease (Campbell 2007: 359). 
Constructionism is interested in why, how, and when the perceptions of the world that we 
consider as natural, have been formed. Whose interest can be seen from the formation and 
what kind of power relations are found behind processes? Häkli (1999: 145) notes that 
geographical knowledge does not only reflect the world as it is but also actively shapes the 
construction of the reality. Moreover Häkli (1999:138) argues that for instance, the historical 
groupings and geographical categories are important tools for separating and categorising 
different ethnic groups from each other. This term ‘othering’ closely links constructionism to 
post-colonial studies and theory of representations, which will be discussed in next chapters. 
The concept of othering is inherent part of studying the image of Africa in Finland. 
3.2 Representations 
 
According to Hall (1997), “representation means using a language to say something 
meaningful about or present the world meaningfully, to other people“ (Hall 1997: 15). Thus, 
in representation, the meaning is produced and exchanged between members of a culture 
(ibid.). Furthermore, representation allows us to refer to ‘real’ world of objects or to fictional 
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worlds of imagined objects (Hall 1997: 17) and language plays a big role in this as language 
is the element that represents the world. However, language does not refer solely on written or 
spoken words, but, according to Hall (1997: 19), all words, sounds, images or any objects 
functioning as a sign are regarded as ‘language’.   
Language can be ‘reflective’, ‘intentional’ or ‘constructive’. Reflective language can be seen 
as a mirror that reflects the true meaning of an object, people or idea. Reflective language just 
reflects the world as it is. According to intentional language, words mean what the author 
intends them to mean. The third view of a language is constructionist, which can be 
understood as a combination of the two previous. The language reflects the world but it is also 
the creation of its author who always has an intention behind his words. Consequently, 
representations reflect and create the world. (Hall 1997:25)  
In this thesis photos are considered as representations. As Hall notes (1997:19), even if visual 
images have a close resemblance to actual objects in which they refer, they are still signs. 
Thus, images are not solely reflections of real world but they carry signs the viewer needs to 
interpret (ibid.).  In the beginning of its history, photography was regarded as a device 
depicting the moment as it happened and as people saw it (Wells 2015: 40). For example, 
compared to painting, photography was more likely to present truthfully the situation or 
object depicted (Wells 2015: 41).  However, since the early days, people now consider the 
representative nature of photos more carefully and are more likely “to question the 
circumstances under which photographs have been made, their source, the status of the 
photographer and the purpose for which an image was made.” (Wells 2015: 41).  Wright 
(1999: 118) argues similarly that photos are creations of the photographer due the selection of 
subject, lens, and frame. Moreover, the personal context of the photographer matters as well 
as his institutional, historical and cultural background (Wright 1999: 118; Wells 2015: 41). 
Photography had a strong impact on creating and reinforcing stereotypical representations of 
the ‘distant other’ in colonial times (McEwan 2009: 160). Photography, and its relation to 
other materials and scientific ideas about difference between races, was a tool that enabled the 
exercise of power over colonies (Wells 2015: 132). Photography among maps, regional 
descriptions and lists worked similarly as military; they were instruments of symbolic power 
that demanded only little use of actual military power (ibid.).   
Dyer emphasizes (1993:2) that representations are shaped by the cultural forms that consist of 
commonly accepted conventions and codes. He also argues that cultural forms vary in time 
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and space and do not have a single meaning. Different audience might interpret the image of 
starving African child differently. Dyer’s view on representations (1992: 2) connects his 
thinking to Foucault’s theory of discourses as systems of representations (Hall 1997: 44). 
According to Nayak and Jeffrey (2009: 305), discourse is written text, spoken words or visual 
images that may create accepted norm and values over time.  Foucault’s constructivist 
approach to representations argues that discourses (language and practice), instead of 
language, produce forms of knowledge. These forms of knowledge, objects and subjects are 
produced in historical and cultural context and they differ from period to period (Hall 1997: 
46).  McEwan (2009) points out that discourses are produced and reproduced trough 
representations and that their purpose is to “naturalize and universalize the particular view of 
the world” (McEwan 2009: 122).   
The thesis uses discourse analysis in order to examine representations of Sub-Saharan Africa 
and therefore, it is important to clarify the difference between discourse and representations. 
Jokela (2005: 20) points out how these concepts differ from each other. While myths and 
ideologies produce discourses, discourses produce representations (figure 3).  For example, 
representation of ‘different Africa’ is constructed thorough several discourses; rural Africa, 











Figure 3 Myths and ideologies are producing discourses which are embodied in representations. 
(Jokela 2005: 20) 








These discourses are again formed through myths and ideologies. Ideologies have been used 
to legitimize unequal power relations (Rose 2012: 106─106), while myths are ways to use 
images to produce constructed ‘reality’ (Rose 2012: 132). For example, well-known myths 
about Africa are that it is black, unknown, and barbaric. 
3.2.1 Representations and ‘other’ 
The representations of ‘difference’ can be viewed from different perspectives and fields of 
studies. For example, linguistic scientist Saussure argued that without defining ‘different’ 
there cannot be meaning, as meanings are defined by binary oppositions such as black and 
white (Hall 1997b: 234). We define the ‘other’ in terms of what it is not. Similarly, from the 
psychoanalytic point of view, ‘other’ is fundamental in defining ‘self’ (Hall 1997b: 237). Hall 
(1997b: 238) notes that often the division of self and other is comparable with ‘good’ and 
‘bad’, which makes the definition of difference problematic.  
The definition of Europe has been strongly influenced by defining it from the perspective of 
‘other’. Africa and Africans were especially target of this ‘racial othering’. According to Hall 
(1997b: 239) the Western idea of race and difference was formed through their encounters 
with black people in three different era. First encounter was between European traders and 
West-African kingdoms which provided slaves from the 16
th
 century onwards. Second was 
characterized by the European colonization and ‘the scramble for Africa’ and the third one 
was the post- World War II and the migration from the Third World to Europe. Though these 
encounters the racial concept of ‘other’ was gradually constructed.  
Said in his famous work ‘Orientalism’ (1978), created the concept of ‘othering’ which refers 
to the idea of subaltern. According to orientalism, people of colonized countries were seen as 
subaltern, different ‘other’ without their own voice. ‘Orient’ and ‘Occident’ or ‘Africa’ and 
‘Europe’ are not natural geographical categories but ideas that are shaped by history, 
thoughts, imagery, and vocabulary (Said 1978: 5).  The construction of otherness divided 
group of people to the different categories based on race, culture and ethnicity. Othering in a 
way justified the European colonialism by presenting colonized people as subaltern, barbaric 
and weak needing the control from “civilised” Western conquers. Paternalistic assumptions 
that child-like, inferior, dependent people in South needed guardian legitimized the presence 
of West in Asia and Africa. Africans were seen as subalterns who cannot take care of 
themselves or their resources and needed guidance. The definitions of the East, and people 
living there, were based on remarks of Orientalist scholars and descriptions were presented as 
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scientific facts, all though these writings were collected normally from secondary sources 
(Said 1978: 52). In short, few European had in fact encountered Orient themselves. In 
addition, othering reflected how Europeans considered themselves. By defining the East or 
Africa as unknown, dangerous, barbaric, and child-like, Europeans also defined the West as 
an opposite of this. In other words, Europe defined itself from the perspective what Europe is 
not (it is not uncivilised, barbaric, feminine or irrational) rather than what it is. These binaries; 
self/other, developed/undeveloped, man/women, active/passive, rational/hysterical, 
West/East, civilised/savage emphasize what is considered as normal while it reflects the 
abnormal (McEwan 2009:123).  
While the concepts of ‘othering’ and ‘paternalism’ have their roots in colonial and imperial 
era, they are also inherently visible in today’s development discourse. For instance, several 
post-colonial authors (i.e. Manji & O’Coill 2002; Baaz 2005; McEwan 2009) argue that 
development industry and especially NGOs, which are part of the industry, have paternalistic 
attitudes towards Global South. Aid organizations justify their presence and actions in 
developing world by using development discourses such as underdevelopment, poverty 
reduction, empowerment which can easily translated to colonial discourses of uncivilized, 
savages, protection,  and dependence (Manji & O’Coill 2002; Wilson 2011). 
‘Othering’ is also closely connected to stereotyping which is a mean to represent others by 
simplifying and exaggerating their characters. In short, stereotyping is to reduce a description 
of a certain category to simplified characteristics (Hall 1997b: 249). According to Dyer (1993: 
11), stereotypes can be understood as an ordering process, which helps us to order the 
complex data of the world into generalities and typifications. This ordering is necessary for 
societies to understand themselves and for them being able to make and reproduce 
themselves. ‘Typing’ becomes ‘stereotyping’ when few, simplified and easily recognizable 
characteristics become to describe a person or group. Thus stereotyping exaggerates, 
simplifies, reduces, naturalizes and fixes ‘difference’ (Hall 1997b: 258).  
The concept of power is closely linked to stereotyping, as stereotyping often occurs where 
there are inequalities. As in Foucault’s theory of discourses (1977), power and knowledge are 
used to classify people and regions through dominant discourses. In Eurocentrism, ‘other’ is 
not defined from the norms of its own culture but from the perspective of Europe.  The terms 






According to Nayak and Jeffrey (2011:256) post-colonialist geography strives to reveal the 
still-existing power of colonial legacy in geographical practises today and shift the practises 
and thinking away from it. As Dogra (2011 & 2012) argues, the images and messages of the 
NGOs still reflect the colonial era as they are created from the perspective of European 
cultures. Development organizations tend to forget the history of imperialism and colonialism 
when producing their materials. For instance the image of an African women working in the 
corn field is never an innocent picture visualising the reality nor cannot be taken out of the 
historical context. Post-colonial theories criticize ethnocentric development discourses such as 
‘Third World’,’ Developing countries’ or ‘Third World women’. They suggest that these 
discourses are rooted in European culture and that development theories tend to view the 
world from the Eurocentric perspective (McEwan 2009: 120-121). According to McEwan 
(ibid.), post-colonial thinkers argue that development discourses reflect the dominant Western 
world view and so, they seek to remove negative stereotypes about people and places. In her 
research of NGOs and representations of global poverty, Dogra (2012) argues that the shared 
world history of ‘First world’ and ‘Third World’ is a central reason for the global inequality 
today. NGOs produce and maintain colonial discourses through their public messages even 
though they tend to erase the period of colonialism and imperialism in their materials by 
ignoring the fact that the shared history still shapes the power relations and economic 
structures in many regions of the world (Dogra 2012: 3). 
Nayak and Jeffrey (2011: 256) advise to consider post-colonialism as a historical or critical 
concept. As a historical concept post-colonialism is a period after the colonial era but there 
are no clear break between them. They can rather be seen as interlinked periods in which 
colonial era affects post-colonial period and vice-versa. In short, these periods are not separate 
from each other nor they can be classified as past or present. Post-colonialism recognizes the 
colonial period rather than denies it. Linking the past with the present is important especially 
as colonial legacy is still clearly present today, and some old colonializing states still have 
control over the old colonies. (Nayak & Jeffrey 2011: 257) 
As a critical concept post-colonialism challenges the existing norms and concept of the 
discipline and criticizes and reveals the colonial and imperialistic legacy that still can be seen 
in the present cultural ideologies (Nayak & Jeffrey 2011:258). Post-colonialism suggest that 
we need to acknowledge the role Western powers still have in maintaining global inequality. 
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Moreover, post-colonialism seeks to bring out the voices of non-Western people and through 
this to “provide new forms of knowledge and experience” (Nayak & Jeffrey 2011: 258) and to 
include them to mainstream genres. Approach seeks to remove the negative connotation from 
discourses describing Third World, developing countries, Third World women of Africans 
and deconstruct the ways these categories are created. It seeks to understand how differences 
in location, social status or identity impact on different groups and their possibilities to 
develop (McEwan 2009: 162) 
Today, critical reviewers argue that the whole post-colonial theme is studied through and 
approach cannot produce anything new. As Loomba (2015: 2) argues, the claim is ironic as 
our world is becoming every year more unequal. She points out that if we agree that current 
asymmetry is not a new phenomenon but a consequence of imbalanced power relation 
originating from the colonial era, there is still a place for post-colonial studies (Loomba 
2015). 
3.3.1 Post-colonialism and development discourse 
Development discourses are target of a strong criticism from the post-colonialist and post-
developmentalist authors. On the contrary, development studies often accuse post-colonialists 
of not paying attention to the real problems. Post-colonialism is seen to offer overly complex 
theories which are largely ignorant to the real problems characterizing everyday life in the 
global South (Sharp & Briggs 2006:6). 
However, while it may be arguable whether it is reasonable to concentrate on language of 
development while there are more crucial global problems such as growing inequality, 
language, and especially development language, indisputably has a strong significance on 
practises targeting on developing world (McEwan 2009: 143). In short, dominant discourses 
do have material consequences. Development discourses promote material, real interventions 
that can have major material consequences (McEwan 2009: 146). Thus, it is important to at 
least acknowledge the roots of development discourses in colonialism (Manji & O’Coill 2002: 
574) and how they are formed from the Eurocentric perspective. As McEwan notes (2009: 






3.3.1.1 What is development? 
“Development can be thought of as a set of practices, an industry and an imaginary. It 
relies upon and actively cultivates particular emotions and attitudes based on an 
imagined geography that divides the world into First and Third Worlds, developed and 
developing countries, and global North and South”  (Tallon & McGregor 2014: 1407) 
The citation above defines well the complexity of the term development while it also clearly 
points out the main idea on which it relies on; the division between “First and Third Worlds” 
(Tallon & McGregor 2014: 1407). While development is a central concept of our time, to 
define exactly what development is seems to be hard. However, in the context of this study it 
is defined as “development as an action and development as a goal of action” (Cowen & 
Shenton 1995: 26). The distinct is thus, between the inherent process of development and its 
deliberate practice (ibid.).  Koponen, Lanki and Kervinen (2007: 50─51) define development 
as three dimensional term; (1) development as an object, (2) development as an empirical 
process in society, and (3) development as an intervention. The first dimension refers to 
something that we think is ideal. Governments, organizations and people are actively aiming 
to reach the development and it is seen as something good and wanted. The second dimension 
considers development as something what has happened or is happening at the moment. The 
third dimension views development as an action or intervention which strives to 
improvements. According to McEwan (2009: 166) development is an ideology that produces 
policies and discourses. Thus, it does not solely transmit investments and aid and conduct 
practices but it also transmits ideas (McEwan 2009: 166). However, it is crucial to view 
whose ideas are transmitted. The development industry is constructed from the perspective of 
Eurocentrism and Western institutions dominate in it (ibid.). 
3.3.1.2 Dominating development discourses 
According to post-colonialists, development is often viewed as a neo-colonial enterprise 
(Sharp and Briggs 2006: 6) and the field of development is characterized by dominating 
discourses which are transmitted by powerful key players of development industry 
(McEwan2009:166). The powerful development ideas such as modernization and later 
neocolonialism have dominated the field of development and prevented the emergence of 




The Post World War II era was characterised by the theory of modernization and growth that 
viewed development strictly as a temporal-spatial process (Potter et al. 2004:88). 
Development was regarded only in terms of economic growth and the bottom-line argument 
was that industrialization will sooner or later bring ‘development’ to Third World.  
Development was seen as a linear process in which underdeveloped nations will rise from the 
poverty through industrialisation. Furthermore, the effects of economic growth were 
considered to ‘trickle-down’ to the poorest people. However, this did not happen. On a 
contrary, it was noticed that poverty with mushrooming urban slums and unemployment was 
actually increasing (Saffari 2013: 42). Thus, the mid 1970s saw a rise of alternative 
perspectives to development (Potter et al. 2004: 90). As a solution to increasing poverty, 
World Bank embedded the Basic need approach (BN) to its practises. The new approach 
addresses both economic growth and poverty reduction (ibid.).  
However, in the end of 1970s the rise of the discourse of ‘globalization’ and the debt crises 
made World Bank to drop out the BN from its practises while neoliberalism  became to 
challenge the state-cantered approach to economic growth with structural adjustment 
programmes (SAPs) (Saffari 2013: 43). SAPs were supposed to lead to rapid economic 
growth with foreign investments. What actually happened, especially in many African states, 
is that during SAPs in 1980s economic growth declined, unemployment increased and some 
serious negative socioeconomic impacts occurred on poor, especially on women (ibid.). 
What is crucial in this short history of different development practises is that, even though it 
has been clear that economic growth or free market is not a solution to reduce poverty, key 
players in development have used their power to rule out alternative development approaches. 
As biggest financial investor in development, World Bank (WB) considers itself as a most 
important producer of development knowledge.  All though, there is a massive amount of 
critic focusing on how it actually have not been able to improve the livelihoods of poor people 
in the world or included them in the decision making, WB still ignores the importance of 
indigenous knowledge in development. The large reports World Bank produces on 
development achievements are criticized to legitimize its own action instead of showing 
improvements.  World Bank with other IFIs (International financial institutions) maintains the 
dominant discourse of neoliberalism, globalization and free trade as keys to development. 
Similarly, the practices of UN are dominated by Northern agendas.  UN is a main producer of 
development knowledge especially through its role as conducting MDGs, but its main focus 
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in on economic growth (McEwan 2009: 182).  For example MDGs reduce development to 
measurable indicators, and thus, prevent other ways to think about development (ibid.). 
The next chapter will focus on the role non-governmental organizations in development 
industry and how they visual selections reflect their ideologies about the global world 
development.   
4. Non-Governmental Organizations 
 
This thesis concentrates on exploring the role of non-governmental organizations in producing 
and reproducing representations of Africa. Thus, in this chapter the concept and background 
of NGOs is carefully viewed. Moreover, their role in the field of development and their 
communication strategies will be examined.  
Encyclopaedia Britannica defines non-governmental organizations as “voluntary group of 
individuals or organizations, usually not affiliated with any government that is formed to 
provide services or to advocate a public policy” (NGO, Encyclopaedia Britannica 2015). 
NGOs may operate at a local, national or international level and usually they address issues 
concerning for example human rights, environmental protection, disaster relief and 
development assistance (ibid.).  All tough the term ‘NGO’ is commonly used there are also a 
wide range of other terms that refer to non-governmental organizations such as non-profit, 
voluntary- or charity organizations (Lewis & Kanji 2009:7). Common to all terms is that they 
refer to ‘third sector’. As Lewis and Kanji (2009:2) define, non-governmental organizations 
form a part of civil society which means that they are part of the third sector, outside of the 
state and the markets. In other words, NGOs are not under a control of a state and they also 
differ from the private sector since they do not seek for profits or money. Yet, they are 
depended on charitable giving and funding from the governments and private sector. As some 
organizations receive high level of funding from the governments and some organizations’ 
actions reassemble the actions of private corporations, it is rather difficult to truly define the 
nature of non-governmental organizations (Lewis and Kanji 2009:2). 
NGOs differ in terms of their structure, funding, missions, and values (Lewis and Kanji 
2009:3). There are locally operating small, grassroots NGOs and large international 
organizations that have offices around the world, professionalized stuff and external funding. 
Moreover, there are secular and faith-based NGOs. Some organizations have their values 
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based more clearly on striving political issues and are thus, more radical by their actions while 
some operate strictly from charity- and paternalistic-based. Most of the NGOs are 
combinations of these elements (Lewis and Kanji 2009:3).  
The earliest NGOs were key actors in supporting anti-slavery movements and labour right 
campaigns in late 18
th
 century (Schaaf 2013:198). The role of non-governmental 
organizations grew gradually and from the first decades of the 20
th
 century NGOs were 
included to the international decision making which enabled the formal level of 
communication between three sectors; government, business and community (ibid.). In 1980s 
NGOs emerged as a key development actors due the reduction of governments’ influence 
because of  rising national debt, neoliberalism and structural adjustment programmes (Schaaf 
2013:201).  Moreover, as Charnovizt (1997: 265) explains this, the end of the Cold War and 
the emergence of global media system provided (and still does) platform for NGOs to better 
express their views. This also helped them to spread democratic norms which may have 
increased the expectations of the public on participation and transparency in decision-making. 
The duty of the NGOs became to fill the gap left by the fall back of the states (Charnovizt 
1997: 268). From 1990s onwards, NGOs have become an integral part of the United Nations 
systems as they have been recognized as important actors in the field of development and 
environment in several UN World Conferences (Martens 2006). Martens (2006) even claims 
in her article that NGOs have been incorporated into UN system. Their role as service 
delivery agencies as well as promotion of change; political, social or economic is taken very 
seriously (Schaaf 2013: 198).  
To be clear, the focus in this thesis is on Northern NGO (NNGO) as a distinction to Southern 
NGOs (SNGO). Southern NGOs emerged from 1960 onwards from social movements 
resisting national states (Mawdsley et al. 2006: 77). As a reaction to poverty reduction, the 
relationship between Northern and Southern NGOs grew in 1970s (Desai 2008: 526). Their 
relationship is said to be based on a strong partnership as an opposite to paternalism (Baaz 
2005: 6). According to Desai (2008: 526), this means “equal partnership incorporating 
transparency, mutual accountability and risk sharing”. NNGOs are in response to react to 
emergencies, shot-term relief and long term rehabilitation. They raise funds from Northern 
donors and audience and with the funds they pay their work and support their Southern 
counterparts to build their capacity in the south. SNGOs are responsible to lead the 
development process in developing world (Desai 2008: 526). However, many authors criticize 
in what extent the relationship between Northern and Southern NGOs is really based on 
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partnership in which both participants are considered as ‘partners’ and not  as a donor and a 
recipient (i.e. Baaz 2005: 5; Ahmad 2006: 630). Many reports, interviews and articles show 
that often Southern NGOs accuse north of having paternalistic attitudes (i.e. Minoia 2012: 82) 
and that the  relationship is based solely on financial constraints without any intention of 
building partnership (Ahmed 2006:629).  
4.1 NGOs and discourse of development 
 
To view the representations NGOs produce through their communication, it is crucial to 
understand the developmental approaches which are embedded to their actions. For NGOs the 
practical aspect of development, mainly the aid, plays an important part in their practices. 
However, development organizations are a part of larger development industry that constructs 
of different actors; transnational actors such as World Bank, IMF and UN, governments of the 
states, private corporations and civil society (NGOs are a part of civil society). In the 
development industry powerful actors produce knowledge about development and, thus, the 
dominating development discourses are mainly production of these actors. According to 
Sharp and Briggs (2006: 6), post-colonialism often views development practices of 
(Western/Northern/European) NGOs as neo-colonial enterprise. They (Sharp & Briggs 2006: 
7) note that if solely regarded from post-colonial perspective, the actions of NGOs may 
appear as colonialist or Western centered. With their actions NGOs actually strengthen the 
discourse of self/other and geographies of West/East, and North/south, and even if the main 
purpose is to improve and give assistance to people in need, their paternalistic attitudes 
towards people in global south reinforce the colonial legacy.  
According to Li (2007: 5) behind every development interventions there is the will to improve 
whether the conductor of the intervention is government, colonizing state, World Bank, UN or 
development organization.  As Schaaf points out, the term ‘development’ for NGOs normally 
refers to “short-or medium-term desirable targets” (Schaaf 2013: 16). In other words, while 
development differs from aid, for NGOs the concept of aid as a form of altruism to improve 
the livelihoods of poor, plays a significant role (Manji & O’Coill 2002: 568).  However, the 
claim to improve is controversial. When colonial authorities or Western aid organizations 
come to South to tell people how they should live or how they should improve their 
livelihoods, these actors use their power and knowledge over Third World people (McEwan 
2009: 166).  
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Manji and O’Coill (2002: 570) argue that modern NGOs are just ancestors of missionaries 
whose aim was not so much to educate or civilize ‘savages’ but to keep control over them. 
Missionaries and voluntary organization were in active role to suppress native rebels towards 
colonizing powers (Manji & O’Coill 2002: 570) and thus, they executed the control over 
Africa. Therefore, the post-independence era in Africa demanded missionary organization to 
change and reform their practices in terms of their survival. The development discourse saved 
the organizations as they were able to change their racist discourse of ‘civilizing savages’ to 
development.  This solved crucial ‘marketing problems’ of non-governmental organizations 
as they now acted in a name of progress by helping underdeveloped nations (Manji & O’Coill 
2002: 574). Uncivilized was simply replaced with underdevelopment.  However, Africans 
were still defined from the perspective what they were not compared to Europeans: they are 
not developed but underdeveloped. They are not modern but traditional and they do not have 
order but chaos (ibid.).  
The 1980s and increasing poverty, inequality, and declining role of state led to rise of NGOs.  
As a counterpart to heavy top-down projects that were not trickling down to improve people’s 
everyday life, NGOs brought the human approach to the field (Schaaf 2013:21). McEwan 
(2009: 186) notes that as producers of development knowledge, NGOs have a chance to bring 
alternative ways of thinking to development. Especially with launching the terms ‘social 
capital’ which addresses participation, indigenous knowledge and bottom-up approaches, 
NGOs can be seen as producers of ‘new’ development knowledge. Unfortunately, NGOs 
often fail to create real relations at a local level and, thus, development invention remains as 
Northern based idea.  Moreover, NGOs are often depended on Northern donors, governments 
and private companies and, thus, they are in some ways trapped in their ideologies of 
development. (McEwan 2009: 186). The increasing amount of development NGO from 1980s 
called NGOziation led to competition of organization and therefore to professionalization and 
institutionalization of organizations. This resulted in further critics on how alternative their 
development discourses really are.  NGOs are accused to concentrate too much on emergency 
aid and improvement of children’s livelihood while forgetting the structural inequalities as 
barriers to development. Moreover, often international NGO campaigns such as Make poverty 
history imply that “global poverty is a matter of personal commitment, lifestyle choice and 
consuming the right products.” (Stevenson 2012: 153). Problematic is then that instead of 
concentrating on the structural reason behind poverty such as neoliberalism, NGO campaign 
concentrate solely on the themes of poverty (ibid.). Some authors criticize that NGOs are still 
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like ancestors of missionaries. While aims of NGOs are justified in participatory and 
empowerment discourses, their roles remain simply as service providers. They run projects 
that are characterized by charity and pity (Manji & O’Coill 2002:581).  
All in all, the development discourses are dominated by powerful actors of development 
industry. While NGOs seek to focus on the human aspect of development, they are heavily 
depended of policies and donations from Northern donors. Moreover, their aims and goals are 
often embedded to general development goals conducted by United Nation and UNDP. Thus, 
for example the years 2000─2015 have been largely characterized by practices striving to 
achieve the MDGs (Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Finland 2015).  In fact, as Minoia (2012: 
79) notes, project proposals of NGOs that do not consider the MDGs, economic liberation or 
Western style democracy, will rarely have support from donors.  
However, even though emergence of NGOs did not bring a great discursive change to 
development as replacing economic growth and neoliberalism as dominant discourses, NGOs 
did brought up the agenda of addressing human agency and poverty reduction. The 
participatory approaches, from empowerment and grassroots to gender and sustainable 
development are now considered more carefully within the development industry alongside 
dominant development discourses. 
4.2 Communication strategies of NGOs 
 
The communication strategies of NGOs are an important aspect in their image production. 
Traditionally NGOs operate in two areas; in advocacy and in service delivery (Potter et. al 
2004: 310). For both agendas communication is a crucial element. For advocacy and 
educational aspect they spread information on developing world, poverty, human rights and 
humanitarian crises. In addition, NGOs use communication to raise funds in order to act for 
people in need (Thrall et al. 2014: 136). Chouliaraki (2010: 108) defines NGO - or 
humanitarian communication as 
 “the rhetorical practices of transnational actors that engage with universal ethical claims, 
such as common humanity or global civil society, to mobilize action on human 
suffering”.(Chouliaraki 2010: 108) 
According to Vestergaard (2011: 15), central for NGOs and their communication is that they 
act as representatives of the global south and people in need. However, it is arguable in what 
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extent the Northern NGOs operate as representatives of the global south. As Desai (2008: 
526) defines, the role of NNGOs is mainly to react to emergencies, raise funds in north and 
support their Southern partners while SNGOs are responsible of leading the development 
process. Thus, Southern organizations are usually those who really operate with the locals in 
south and therefore, represent them. However, for the Northern audience, the communication 
materials of NNGOs that are visible everywhere we go, represent the ‘South’ and ‘developing 
world’. 
NGOs are also representatives of their donors and as Vestergaard puts it, they “have the 
power to administer donor’s resources” (Vestergaard 2011: 15).Thus, they have a dual 
obligation which sometimes creates tensions. Also Nolan and Mikami (2012: 5) argue that 
humanitarian communication has tension between the ethical aspect of humanitarianism and 
between the practical level, both which often are framed as necessities for their existence. I 
will here concentrate mainly on visual aspect of communication as the whole field of 
humanitarian communication is rather wide and includes internal and external 
communication, communication to the audience in north and to the target groups in global 
south (Seraves 2008).  
In the history of humanitarian communication, the field has been in a constant mode to 
explain and legitimize their actions (Chouliaraki 2010: 108). The academic literature about 
humanitarian communication is characterized first of all by the aspect of using negative and 
positive images and secondly by the recent branding technics of NGOs that reflect the 
neoliberal market forces. In both cases the issue that arises is the contradiction between the 
humanitarian ‘pure’ nature of NGOs as representatives of people in need and the ways they 
actually communicate and act to represent the distant other.  
There are several ways which guide communication and especially selection of images used 
by non-profit organization.  First of all, the increasing amount of NGOs has led to a 
competition between organizations in order to distinct from one another (Vestergaard 2008: 
478). These inter organizational politics as well as intra organizational politics characterize 
the image selection of NGOs (Orgad 2013). Secondly, the declining governmental support 
and emerging neoliberal marketing ideas have led to new ways to manage their 
communication strategies (Vestergaard 2008). Next, I will clarify first the division between 
negative and positive imagery of NGO and then define the different aspects that direct the 
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imagery selection of NGOs that are mainly intra- and inter organizational relations, 
competition, and market forces.  
4.2.1 Negative vs Positive imagery 
The division between negative (figure 4) and positive images (figure 5) is one of the main 
aspects in development communication (i.e. Dogra 2007; Chouliaraki 2010; Dócha 2014). 
However, both ways are criticized by different authors. According to Benthall (1993), all fund 
raising imagery of NGOs was ‘negative’ until 1980s. Typical for negative, shock effect 
appeals are that they are victim-oriented (figure 4). Photos show suffering of ‘distant other’ 
that operates as an object of our pity (Chouliaraki 2010: 111). While the distance between us 
and distant sufferer is maximised through these images, they trust on emotions of guilt and 
shame that Western viewer feels while viewing the images. Chouliaraki (2010: 112) notes that 
especially the colonial past acts as guilt and shame that strives Northern audience to action.  
   
 
Figure 4”Child should hold a pen, not a 
gun”. Campaign poster by Taksvärkki 
in1999─2000. 
Figure 5 Today, NGO communication is 
focused on showing happy and positive people 




NGOs are also highly dependent on practices and attention of media. (Cottle & Nolan 2007: 
863). However, media is much more interested in depicting the suffering and distress of other 
than political structural changes in developing world (ibid.).Furthermore, the attention of the 
audience is a scarce resource as Thrall, Stecula and Sweet (2014: 137) argue. This means, that 
the “amount of attention audience can pay on what happens in the world is fixed” (Thrall & 
Stecula & Sweet 2014: 137) and thus, NGOs have to find they ways to catch the attention. 
When raising funds, NGOs have used surprisingly shocking images. Excellent example is 
Kevin Carter’s Pulitzer Prize winner photo from 1994 in which a vulture is stalking a starving 
child. This is a classic example of using audience empathy to raise funds. As Kleinman and 
Kleinman (1997: 9) puts is, “one cannot look at the picture without wanting to do something 
to protect the child”. However, while these paternalistic attitudes may be better than total 
ignorance, these images of suffering reinforce the “neo-colonial development fantasy” in 
which Westerners go over and save the people from suffering (Tallon & McGregor 2014: 
1418). 
The time period called pre-Ethiopian era did not consider the possible harm what photos 
showing starving and dying people could make. People from the Third World were presented 
as helpless and passive victims while Western aid agencies were shown as heroic saviours 
(Dogra 2007 & 2011).  The representations of Ethiopian famine in 1984─85 were a turning 
point to this negative visualization (Dogra 2007). The iconic images of starving children 
became a symbol of Ethiopian famine and a symbol to represent the whole Africa as well 
(McEwan 2009:138). However, the harsh images published by organizations such as Band-
Aid and Live Aid became a target of a strong debate (Dogra 2007). The post Ethiopian famine 
emerged new ways for NGOs to visualize distant other. Moreover, the 1980s saw a rise in 
educative and advocacy dimensions of development. Global education became an inherent 
part of the activities of NGOs.  NGOs in Finland are also highly engaged to the educational 
dimension. The strong debate related to visual imagery and the interest to educative 
dimension of NGOs led to for example to creation of visual communication guidelines and to 
Code of Conduct on images and messages related to Third World by General Assembly of 
European NGOs (Dogra 2007). Furthermore, the huge amount of shocking pictures of 
starvation, poverty and war makes the viewer overwhelmed; there is too much suffering in the 
world and so little what we can do (Kleinman & Kleinman 1997: 9). This so-called 
‘Bystander effect’ (Chouliaraki 2010: 112) shows that massive production of images of 
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suffering cannot fix the problem behind the suffering. Thus, the 1990s onwards the imagery 
of development agencies has concentrated on more ‘positive’ images showing active and self-
reliant people (Dogra 2007). 
As the data in this thesis concentrates on communication materials, the aspect of using 
positive imagery is more relevant here. Chouliaraki (2010: 112) argues that typical for 
positive imagery is to concentrate on sufferer’s dignity. Positive images (figure 5) seek to 
personalize sufferers; they are not anonymous mass but unique individuals that have their 
own issues. Images show active people who are grateful for the aid they have received from 
Northern donors. Thus, instead of guilt and shame, positive images appeals to empathy that 
reader feels when s/he sees “grateful sufferer” (Chouliaraki 2010: 113). At the same time, 
imagery aims to go beyond empathy by addressing the economic and political structures that 
can support a better life for citizens of global south. One way to keep the imagery more 
positive is the use of children and women in the materials. Many authors refer to 
‘infantilisation’ and ‘feminisation’ of the NGO visual imagery (Monza 2006; Dogra 2007, 
2011, 2012). For example in the study of Dogra (2012: 32) 42 % of images of NGO materials 
represented children from the developing countries and 30 % represented women. Images of 
children are often emotional and persuasive (figure 6) and they appeal to “universal aspects of 
the condition of childhood” (McEwan 2009: 132). 
 
Figure 6 New born baby in Uganda. One strategy in humanitarian communication is to show images 
of children that persuasive and emotional. They infantilize the developing world and operate as 
reinforce NGOs’ values of humanitarian, solidarity, neutrality, and impartiality. (Monza 2006; World 
Vision magazine 2/2014, pp. 15) 
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According to Monza (2006) images of children are means through which NGO produce 
themselves as right-based organizations. Images present the institutional ideals and values of 
humanitarian, solidarity, neutrality and impartiality. With the images NGOs reinforce their 
position in a development process to legitimate their ‘emergency intervention’. On the other 
hand, the childhood iconography is paradoxical as an image of child can be read both as a 
colonial metaphor and as a signifier of humanitarian identity. Burman (1995: 22) argues as 
well that images of children are often taken out of their cultural and national context. Children 
are often alone in the image (if not with their mothers, which again emphasizes the discourse 
of universal motherhood) which suggest that families are incapable or failed of taking care of 
them. In this way the humanitarian concern blends into colonial legacy that infantilizes other 
cultures (Burman 1995: 22).  
Dogra (2011) refers to the ‘feminisation’ of the NGO imagery as a tool to project “‘universal’ 
values of motherhood and womanhood and special values of ‘Third World difference’” 
(Dogra 2011: 333). The massive amount of women in NGO materials can be considered as 
good thing as early gender studies argued that women were missing from the development 
agenda and they should be added as they are important socioeconomic actors (Dogra 
2011:334). Since these years, gender have become inherent part all development policies 
which has led to mainstreaming of gender (ibid.). Women are often represented as mothers 
and nurtures as symbolizing their universal, good nature. Furthermore, they are showed as 
active, hard-working instruments of development (Wilson 2011: 328).  Thus, they are 
represented as both backward, emphasizing the natural and traditional perspective on Third 
World while at the same time they have a great potential for change (Dogra 2011: 345). 
Another significant issue is the missing of men. Dogra (2011) argues that de-masculinisation 
of imagery signals families’ lack of fathers, husbands and providers which is characteristic for 
NGO messages” (Dogra 2011: 338). Meanwhile other channels (media, films, literature) often 
represent men as ‘bad’, “associated to violent factions or war-lords” (Dogra 2011: 338).  If 
women are presented having problems in NGO messages, men are presented as being the 
problems. All in all, the missing of men, the rarity to visualize women and men in the same 
image and representations of men as bad combined with the fact that women are often 
represented only as mothers and nurtures or as efficient individuals and workers who are 
therefore able to achieve the developmental goals with their efforts (Dogra 2011: 340─341) 
suggest that NGO visualization strongly reflect the WID era (WID= women in development).  
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All in all NGOs have several strategies to avoid negative images and keep their materials as 
positive as possible. However, positive imagery is accused of ‘whitewashing’ the real 
problems in the global south. By showing audience only happy and active people, they give a 
message that there are no people in need (Chouliaraki 2010: 114). Moreover, the images and 
messages are created from the perspective of European cultures and they tend to forget the 
history of colonialism and imperialism (Dogra 2011, 2012, 2007) and actually reproduce it by 
their visual representations (i.e. Dogra 2007, 2012; Wilson 2011; Monza 2006). For example, 
positive images fail to recognise the aspects of neo- liberalism in world politics and how they 
reflect the colonialism (Wilson 2011) as well as ignoring “the conditions of marketization and 
medialization on which their legitimacy rests” (Chouliaraki 2010: 114). 
4.2.2 Intra- and inter organizational policies 
In her study, Orgad (2013) shows how development communication is “a struggle between 
and among individuals, departments and organizations for symbolic power” (Orgad 
2013:297). To start with intra organizational policies, the different departments within 
organization may have rather different visions on communication strategies (Orgad 2013: 
299).  Difference is visible especially between marketing/ fund-raising- and advocacy/ 
communication departments. Fund raising department often consists of marketing 
professionals whose major interest lies in the profit making. Roughly put, the fund raising 
department tends to use more ‘shocking’ images to capture emotional attention of the 
audience and convince them to donate. The aim of communication department again is to 
connect the functions of different stakeholders such as policymakers, governments, partner 
organization or media. Communication department seeks to present the developing world in a 
more ‘positive’ way and to maintain the humanitarian, good nature of non-governmental 
organization (Orgad 2013: 230). In short, communication practitioners tend to protect the 
ethical dimension and nature of NGO while the fund raising professionals have a pressure to 
reach the financial goals. Generally these controversial policies are thus characterized by the 
division between negative and positive imagery, explained above.  
Besides of intra organizational politics, inter organizational politics have a strong impact on 
image selection of NGOs (Orgad 2013:304). As Orgad (2013) demonstrates, there are two 
contradictory tendencies in this context. First of all, NGOs have a shared humanitarian 
mission and with this they seek to ”convergence, cohesiveness and to build collective 
identity” (Orgad 2013: 304). These values direct the whole international development sector.  
NGOs have common meetings and think-tanks where issues such as the visualization of 
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developing world is often discussed (Orgad 2013: 304). For example in Finland, Kepa, an 
umbrella organization of all NGOs, organises workshops for representatives of NGOs where 
they discuss ethics of visualization in all communication. Moreover, since the end of cold 
war, the amount of NGOs has increased remarkably (Vestergaard 2008: 472). This has led to 
competition between organizations. Each NGO seeks to distinct from each other and aims to 
divergence in all sections of actions (Cottle & Nolan 2007; Vestergaard 2008; Orgad 2013). 
One way to compete with other NGOs, in order to gain attention of audience and funding 
from different stakeholders, is the use of visual representations of distant other (Orgad 2013: 
306).  One way of doing this is to choose between negative and positive images, the division 
that characterizes as well the intra organizational politics. However, the use of shocking 
images has become a target of strong criticism and in some way also a weapon that is used to 
criticize the fellow NGO using the shock tactic in their communication (ibid.). Furthermore, 
as the field of development NGOs is rather small, and as mentioned earlier, the massive 
amount of negative images might leave to bystander effect that does not strive people to 
action, NGOs are forced to find new ways to communicate that goes beyond the feelings of 
pity and compassion (Vestergaard 2008: 472). 
4.2.3 Marketization and Post-humanitarian communication 
Thus, the competition between NGOs and at the same time the declining governmental 
funding has led to marketization and branding of NGOs (Cottle & Nolan 2007; Vestergaard 
2008; Chouliaraki 2010, 2011; Orgad 2013). Especially the bigger NGOs such as Save the 
Children or Oxfam tend to position themselves into broader field of marketing and 
communication instead of the narrow field of development NGOs (Orgad 2013: 308). To 
distinct, NGOs are using marketing- and media logic to brand themselves in the media. Cottle 
and Nolan (2007) define branding tactics as the use of celebrities and personalizing and 
regionalizing the aid process. Vestergaard (2011: 14) notes that in recent years, in order to 
find new sources of funding, NGOs have increasingly engaged in cooperation with private 
sector partners. In return of funding, corporations are able to raise their philanthropic nature. 
Problematic for this kind of cooperation and adaption of marketing logic is that they 
compromise the humanitarian nature of NGOs as non-profit organizations (ibid.).  
Chouliaraki (2011) has launched a term ‘post-humanitarian communication’. Essential aspect 
in this is that instead of feeling pity for suffering other, we turn the attention to ourselves 
(Chouliaraki 2011: 364). Chouliaraki defines this as self-centred consumerism (ibid.). The 
images of others are cut off from the communication (Chouliaraki 2011: 365) and the key 
39 
 
factor is to loosen the link between seeing the sufferer and feeling sorry for the sufferer.  The 
post-humanitarian communication relies on textual games, audio-visual effects and even fear 
instead of solidarity and pity. However,  the change from solidarity to “self-centered 
consumerism” does not challenge the existing power relations between North and South but 
in fact, reproduces it (Chouliaraki 2011: 364). Therefore, the focus of NGOs should be on the 
communication of suffering as a political question on injustice. Chouliaraki defines this as 
agonistic solidarity that neither addresses the shared humanity between us and other nor 
sharing our feelings for distant sufferer but in a basis of political injustice that directs our 
actions and emotions (2011: 377).   
Similarly, Dogra (2007) suggests that instead of using negative or positive imagery NGOs 
should focus on ‘mixed messages’ which go beyond the feelings of pity and empathy. 
According to Dogra (2007: 170), mixed messages, provide to NGOs an opportunity to widen 
their representational choices and to provide answers to what development practices actually 
are. Moreover, mixed messages offer more truthful insight to the concept of development 
without exaggerating the role of aid or showing the countries and people in overly negative 
position.  In addition, Tallon and McGregor (2014: 1419) encourage NGOs to emphasize 
connections and similarities over differences between countries in the increasingly 
multicultural and mobile world. Instead of paternalistic attitudes NGOs could seek to break 
down the traditional North-South division (ibid.).  
Furthermore, as noted before, Southern NGOs are those who actually operate as 
representatives for local communities. The partnership between Northern and Southern NGOs 
has been criticized as NNGOs are often accused of the paternalistic attitudes towards 
Southern NGOs (i.e. Baaz 2005; Minoia 2012). Considering the weak performance in the 
‘partnership’ between NGOs, for example EU has decided that Southern NGOs can be 
granted directly without involvement of Northern NGOs (Minoia 2012: 85). Also Ahmad 
(2006: 629) suggests that involvement of Northern NGOs in south should concentrate on 
cooperation with governments and private sector in order to decrease structural poverty while 
Southern NGO would concentrate on improving developing process at the local level. In order 
to loose paternalistic attitudes at all level, the north-south partnership should be redefined also 





4.3 Ethical framework of NGOs operating in Finland 
 
Considering the humanitarian, right-based nature of non-governmental organization, addition 
of the ethical dimension to the analysis of the thesis is essential. NGOs are in a position to 
represent the people in need. With their communication material they provide a meditative 
bridge between ‘distant other’ and Western public (Vestergaard 2011: 15). When acting as 
representative of marginalized groups and especially when dealing issues related to children, 
minorities, and disadvantage groups, one needs to be careful how to represent topic to the 
audience.  The General Assembly of European NGOs (CONCORDIA) provides ethical 
guidelines for using images and messages for NGO personnel (table 2). These principles will 
be used as an ethical and practical framework in analysing the visual data of the studied 
NGOs.  Code of Conduct emphasizes the importance of seeing the bigger picture, in other 
words, to promote long-term objects in their communication instead of making short-sighted 
decision with easy and quick results in order to gain significant policy changes or to please 
the possible donors.  
Table 2 The ethical guidelines of The General Assembly of European NGOs (CONCORDIA) 
for using images and messages for NGO personnel. (Dócha 2014) 
1 Choose images/messages based on values of respect, equality,  solidarity and 
justice 
2 Represent any image  both in its immediate and in its wider context 
3 Avoid images/messages that potentially stereotype, sensationalize, or 
discriminate against people, situations or places 
4 Use images with the full understanding, participation and permission of the 
subjects 
5 Ensure those whose situation is being represented have the opportunity to 
communicate their stories themselves 
6 Record whether the subjects wish to be named or identified and always act 
accordingly 
7 Conform to the highest standards in relation to human rights and the 
protection of vulnerable people 
 
There is also another handbook which is used among Finnish NGOs called Common Cause 
Handbook which concentrates on values that prioritize community, environment, and equality 
(Holmes et al. 2011). It encourages readers to explore and strengthen values that improve 
more sustainable and democratic society and urge to work together.  Instructions are not only 
for communication but these would we advisable to embed all practises of NGOs. However, 
as guidelines in Common Cause Handbook are not so practical the Code of Conduct was 
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regarded as more useful for the purpose of this study as it gives clear instructions for better 
communication. Moreover, it is clearer to reflect the data on only one handbook instead of too 
separated ones.  
The Code of Conduct on Images and Messages addresses that images and messages provided 
by local and international NGOs should represent a complete picture of the partnership and 
assistance between NGOs and focus group. In other words, images and messages should not 
simplify or present one-sided descriptions of people and regions. Code also reminds that it is 
not a question about changing negative imagery with more positive ones as this just replaces 
certain stereotypes with other ones. Instead, the Code encourages NGOs to present people and 
their lives as realistically as possible and give space for diverse perspectives. Too often NGOs 
tend to present development projects as too simple or trouble-free as development would be 
something which just happens without complications (Dócha 2014). 
The code emphasizes the importance to choose images based on values of respect, equality, 
solidarity and justice. In short, this means avoiding victimising images of suffering people but 
represent people as active agents of their own lives. Communication materials should be 
based on the idea of working together instead of working for the communities and NGOs 
should be showed as facilitators and supporters instead of implementers. As addressed in 
principle two NGOs should avoid taking ‘snapshots’ that do not explain the whole 
background of the situation. In addition, it is important to avoid stereotyping or 
sensationalising people or places. For example showing explicitly and repeatedly children and 
women in poor rural settings might create a “myth that poverty is a natural phenomenon 
rather than a result of broader social, economic, or political factors” (Code of conduct 2014: 
12). Finally, it is crucial that people depicted know where, when and for what purposes 
images are used for. NGOs need to have permissions from the photographed people to use 
their photos or interviews in their material and when possible, the names, ages, occupations 
and nationalities of the people depicted should be added. In case they wished to be 






5. Methods and Data 
 
In order to enable the possible replication of this study, in this chapter, the methodological 
approaches of the thesis will be presented and justified.  The research design as well as 
methods of analysis will be explained and clarified as clearly as possible. Moreover, the 
details of the data, data gathering process, sampling scheme, and coding frame will be 
discussed.  
Considering the topic of the thesis, choosing to explore the images and visualization of NGOs 
was an obvious choice.  According to Dogra (2012), readers tend to notice text with images 
more easily as images usually catch our attention.  Also Rose (2012:16) notes that we should 
not underestimate the effects images can have. Visual representations have their own impacts 
that can be more that the context they are presented suggests (Rose 2012:16). For example, 
images of Sub-Saharan Africa might have a stronger influence on people’s perceptions 
towards the region compared to texts. The impact of media and textual discourses about 
Africa has been studied widely also in recently (Campbell 2007; Fabian 2013; Franks 2014). 
However, in this research the interest lies on the represented visuality of Sub-Saharan Africa 
produced by NGOs. The focus is on the imagery of NGO since they have an important role in 
representing global issues, developing world and other cultures to the Western audience. 
What it comes to global education, advocacy, humanitarian assistance, and development 
cooperation, NGOs’ role in Finland is rather significant and visible. They are visible in two 
way; (1) they presence in Finland is noticed and (2) they produce visual materials that are 
visible to everybody in Finland. Thus, it is justified to consider that NGOs might have a 
strong impact on people’s perceptions towards developing world as well as towards Sub-
Saharan Africa. 
According to Dogra (2012:19), when studying public messages one needs to view the entire 
“representational field”. In other words, it is important to explore the messages and their 
origins, the reception of audience and inter-relations between all these elements. However, in 
this study the concentration is solely on messages (or representations). Thus, the public 
messages (images and captions) will be explored by analysing them with visual methods of 
content and interpretative analyses. Of course, it would be interesting to explore the whole 
process including production as well as reception but in the time and content limits of the 
Master’s thesis, this phase needed to be excluded from the research. Furthermore, the focus of 
the thesis is mainly on representations of Sub-Saharan Africa and not so much on 
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communicational aspects or public messages. However, viewing the whole representational 
field would be an interesting addition for the following studies.  
According to Hughes (2012: 184), in image-based research photos can be used in 3 ways:  
1. as data or evidence,  
2. as a device to collect other data 
3. as a representation of knowledge.  
In this research images are used as data and as representations of knowledge. Considering the 
research interest of seeking to understand the different representations of Sub-Saharan Africa, 
representation of knowledge has undeniably stronger emphasis. 
When we speak about visual data, too often the meaning is squeezed to images. In fact, 
Emmison and Smith (2007: 4) argue that visual data is all the things an eye (or camera) can 
capture. It can be any object, person, place or situation. In other words this means that in 
many cases photos might be even unnecessary for the study purpose since visual data is a 
construction of the social world that we see with our bare eyes (Emmison & Smith 2007:4). 
Photos are just tools to represent the visuality. However, in this thesis visual data is used 
interchangeable with photos. This is because the research concentrates on viewing 
representations of Sub-Saharan Africa produced by NGOs through they imagery. Thus, the 
study focus is on how NGOs represent Africa in their materials and not on what objects 
camera or eye captures in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
In history, the first uses of photography in research, (in the field of social sciences), were to 
describe physical characteristics of ethnical groups (Ball & Smith 1992: 7). With 
photography, researchers, especially anthropologists, strived to describe and also to create and 
reinforce the perception of otherness and different. For instance, with photographical 
evidences of human body, the division between ‘us and other’ was created. 
Geography has always been considered as “visual discipline” since throughout its history 
geographers have been interested in landscapes and their visualization to maps, graphs, 
photos, and diagrams (Linkola 2013: 27). Moreover, the portrayal of landscapes to these 
images requires understanding and knowledge of visuality (Aitken & Craine 2005: 251). 
However, as Rose (2003: 212) argues, Geography is often claimed to be a visual discipline 
but according to her, there is no clear evidence or relevant studies to show this. The fact that 
discipline uses and produces visual material is not enough to make it as “visual discipline”.  
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Rose points out that more important is to view how “particular visualities structure certain 
kinds of geographical knowledges” (2003: 213).  Thus, instead of concentrating on what the 
images themselves  represents (or not represent) we should pay attention on how geographers 
are using these images in lectures, study books, and articles and how these ways are 
producing  roles and differences within the field of this science. How, for example, certain 
objects are made visible and certain objects are made visible by certain strategies. This view 
suggests that geographical knowledge is always saturated with power relations. These 
relations define especially who can and who cannot interpret the visible (Rose 2003: 214).  
The argument of Rose (2003:214) follows the more critical approach of image-based research 
that emerged from the 1980s known as cultural turn (Nayak & Jeffrey 2009: 98). With the 
cultural turn researcher started to view photos as constructions of the world. They have been 
created from a certain point of view and they always reflect power relations and powerful 
discourses. Aitken and Craine (2005: 253) argue that geographical knowledge does things. It 
is never an innocent reflection of the world, but they have power to shape our understanding 
of the world. For example, during the imperial and colonial period, geographers had a strong 
influence to legitimize the colonialization of Third World through the representational 
landscapes (maps, photos, art) they created (Nayak & Jeffrey 2009: 9). According to Rose 
(2000: 556), with using photographic data geographers constructed the “Western perception 
of colony, wilderness and nation in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries” (Rose 2000: 556). 
Said (1978: 94) created the term ‘imaginative geographies’, the term assuming that photos 
reflect the power relations. In imaginative geographies certain assumptions regarding the 
world become the truth trough powerful discourses. Imaginative geographies are like mind 
maps of societies which are used to interpret the world and its locations. For example photos 
can be seen as imaginative geographies that are constructed through discourses and are used 
to create the truth about Sub-Saharan Africa.  
All in all, it is important to realize that geographical representations are not reflections of 
material world but social creation influenced by dominant ideologies, thus, they are socially 
constructed (Aitken & Craine 2005: 254). Therefore, by interpreting visual representation, 
one can gain knowledge of how these representations are constructed and how the powerful 





5.1 Methods – Iconology as methodological framework 
 
As a methodological approach to frame the data, I use iconology as a general and loose 
framework to study the representations of Sub-Saharan Africa. Iconology is a visual method 
originally created by the art historian Erwin Panofsky (1955/1983) in order to interpret the 
historical context of paintings. It has three levels of interpretations; the first phase, 
representational meaning, seeks to recognise simple objects without deeper meaning-making. 
For example in the context of this thesis, these objects could be colourful clothes, smiley 
expressions or rural surroundings, object that are repeated in the materials. The second phase, 
iconographical symbolism, seeks to recognise the possible symbols that these objects carry. 
For example rural surrounding in NGO materials generally symbolizes the difference or 
distance of poorer countries compared to Western world.  The third and last level of 
interpretation, iconological symbolism, places these symbols to a broader cultural and 
historical context. The ways Sub-Saharan Africa is represented as difference and distant are 
linked to colonial- and also development discourses, the ways the continent has been formed 
and reformed by powerful institutions. The way iconological symbolism places the symbols 
to a broader cultural and historical context is called intertextuality and this connects iconology 
to discourse analysis. 
Iconology is used here as a loose methodological framework which directs the different 
phases of analysis. The levels of interpretations are not strictly separated, and especially the 
second and third phases of iconology are largely overlapping. Mainly, two methods to analyse 
the data are used; visual content analysis covers the first phase on iconology and visual 
discourse analysis is used to view deeper meanings of representations of Africa. At the first 
phase visual material was analysed with the content analysis in order to classify the large data 
into meaningful categories and to view the possible regularities in images used in NGO 
materials. In the second phase, with discourse analysis, the object and the symbols they carry 
are connected to broader context with the approach of intertextuality. These two methods 
support each other and are thus interlinked. However, I will give more emphasize for the 
second and third phase of iconology as the study seeks to understand the representations of 
Africa and view the power-relations in terms of cultural and historical contexts. Therefore, 
discourse analysis can be regarded as more important method in the thesis. As using both 
quantitative (in content analysis) and qualitative (in discourse analysis) methods, this thesis 
can be viewed as ‘mixing methods study’. However,  as the purpose of this thesis is not to 
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seek to prove or affirm existing statements or test theories, but instead to understand 
phenomenon and find answers (Hirsjärvi et al. 2010: 152), qualitative methods are in a main 
positions in this study.  
Iconology as a methodological framework has been used in several studies in the department 
of geography (i.e. Raivo 1996; Jokela 2005, 2012; Linkola 2013). I consider it as a useful and 
clear tool for analysing images. However, I felt necessary to use content and visual analysis to 
deepen the different levels of interpretations.  This two-phased research design of content and 
discourse analysis again is rather common when studying representations. It has been used in 
several studies at the department of Geography and Geosciences (Hirvensalo 2012; Jokela 
2014; Ronkainen 2014) as well as in studies that are strongly connected to the topic of the 
thesis (i.e. Dogra 2012). To gain an understanding on how and why Sub-Saharan Africa is 
represented on NGO materials as it is, the research is mainly following the qualitative 
research design which means that more emphasize is given to interpretative analysis.    
5.1.1 Content analysis 
According to Rose (2012: 87), “content analysis is based on counting the frequency of certain 
visual elements in a clearly defined sample of images, and then analysing those frequencies”. 
Method was originally developed to analyse written and spoken text.  Social scientists used it 
for analysing the emerging mass media with more objective approach (Rose 2012: 82). The 
aim was to analyse texts as cultural phenomenon but with using quantitative methods (ibid.).  
Even if started as tool for analysing texts, it is nowadays widely used also for visual analysis 
purposes. 
In short, content analysis (CA) is a research method in which the pictures (and texts) are 
transformed into quantitative data (Seppänen 2005: 143─144). It is usually utilized to analyse 
wide data of representations. According to Bell (2004: 14), visual content analysis is a 
systematic method that enables researcher to test hypotheses about certain visual 
representations. It does not concentrate on single images but allows viewing and describing 
the components of which, for example, the representations of Africa has been built from.  In 
other words, with the CA researcher is able to explore how single representations are 
positioned in a relation to the larger data (Seppänen 2005: 143─144). As Bell (2004: 22─25) 
notes, typically, with the content analysis researcher seeks to view how visible or frequent a 
phenomenon is, for example, how often children and women occur in the visual materials of 
NGOs.  Research question can also be related to biases by comparing the negative versus 
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positive aspects of data. Furthermore, content analysis is often used as to explore and describe 
historical changes.  Also Emmison and Smith (2007: 61) agree that content analysis has a 
strong stand-point for studying phenomena with a long period of time. Moreover, they note 
that this method has a strong advantage to prove hypotheses but however, this requires 
carefully designed coding frame. Thus, in order the results to be reliable, replicable and valid, 
content analysis has strict requirements (Rose 2012: 87). 
As Rose points out (2012:88) CA has to define all images relevant to make sure that the data 
of the study is representative and significant. However, ensuring this does not necessarily 
require including every single relevant image to the study but to choose the images by using a 
sample scheme. Moreover the categories for further analysis need to be carefully set. Later in 
this chapter the realization of content analysis is explained in terms of the data of this study. 
Sampling scheme and coding categories will be clearly clarified. 
5.1.2 Discourse analysis 
The second and third phases of iconology are used for more interpretative approach to study 
representations.  Considering the qualitative nature of this study, thesis gives more weight to 
the interpretative methods. For analysing the meanings of the images and to gain an 
understanding of the significances behind them, a more qualitative method is crucial. 
Especially as the research deals with the social construction of difference, quantitative 
approach is not enough. In order to gain an understanding of the visual representations 
produced by NGOs, I use visual discourse analysis with the approach of intertextuality. When 
studying representations, discourse analysis is a common research method. As discourse 
analysis strongly concentrates on the production of social difference through visual imagery 
(Rose 2012:224) it suits perfectly the purpose of this thesis.  
At the simplest, discourse refers to different ways people use the language in order to describe 
and explain the world meaningfully (Seppänen 2005). Rose defines discourse as “a particular 
knowledge about the world which shapes how the world is understood and how things are 
done in it” (2012:190). Nayak and Jeffrey (2009: 305) refer to discourse as written text, 
spoken words or visual images that may create accepted norm and values over time. In short, 
discourses make meanings and do things. They are not just innocent abstract explainers of the 
world (Nayak & Jeffrey 2009:209). In addition, McEwan (2009) points out that discourses are 
produced and reproduced trough representations and that their purpose is to “naturalize and 
universalize the particular view of the world” (McEwan 2009: 122).  
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Traditionally discourse analysis has been concerned with the language, more precisely, how 
language constructs the reality (Jokinen et al. 1993), thus, discourse analysis is closely linked 
to social constructionism. Saaranen-Kauppinen and Puusniekka (2006) suggest that discourse 
analysis, in fact, should not be regarded solely as a methodological tool but as a wider 
theoretical framework for the study.  
Normally there are two different emphasises in discourse analysis: The first one concentrates 
on analysing the diversity of social reality while the second one concentrates on power 
relations (Jokinen et al. 1993:11). These two emphasises are not mutually exclusive but as 
Jokinen and others (ibid.) note, they are different side of a same coin. The second emphasises 
concentrating on power relations is usually considered as Foucauldian discourse analysis 
(Jokinen et al. 1993:75) and is also used in this thesis. The analysis focuses on how power 
relations are socially produced, why some knowledges become the truth and what kind of 
subjective positions they produce for people (ibid.).The intersection of power/knowledge is 
central to discourses. Foucault was concerned with how institutions were structured through 
specific discourses and he suggested that some discourses are more dominant than others 
because they are produced through powerful institutions (such as the police or prisons) and 
because these discourse are claimed to be the absolute truth (Foucault 1977: 27). In other 
words, the most powerful discourses are powerful because they are considered to be fact and 
powerful institutions reinforce these discourses through their actions. For example, widely 
recognized discourse “Africans as children” (McEwan 2009:136) is powerful because 
powerful institutions have produced, reproduced and maintained this discourse. This 
paternalistic discourse was prevalent in the times of colonialism to legitimize the presence of 
Europeans; if Africans are child-like they need somebody to look after them and their 
resources. McEwan (2009: 136) argues that the paternalistic attitude still persists in some 
development discourse where aid workers are describing Africans as careless and not 
trustworthy.  
In this thesis the main focus is on visual representations. In a similar way that language 
constructs the social world, images can do the same (Rose 2012: 195). Visual discourse 
analysis concentrates on the image itself and is concerned with the social modalities of the 
image site (Rose 2012: 196). According to Rose, “discourse analysis explores how those 
specific views or accounts are constructed as real or truthful or natural through particular 
regimes of truth” (Rose 2012: 196). Discourses are made to be persuasive; thus, discourse 
analysis seeks to reveal those strategies of persuasion, in other words, the social construction 
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of images (Rose 2001: 141). Dittmer (2010: 10) points out that the strength of the discourse 
analysis is in its focus on the different ways in which image presents the reality as part of 
wider context of meanings. Rose refers to this as intertextuality which means that the 
signification of one discursive image is depended not only on that one image, but also on the 
meanings which other images include (2012: 191). In other words, intertextuality pays 
attention to the context in which the image is produced. As mentioned earlier this connects 
discourse analysis to iconology and especially to the third level of interpretation in iconology. 
Also Leeuwen (2004: 92) recognises the similarities between iconology and discourse 
analysis. As he argues, both methods emphasize “the context in which the image is produced 
and circulated, and to how and why cultural meanings and their visual expressions come 
about historically” (2004: 92). Linkola (2013: 41) also considers discourse analysis and 
iconography as synonyms. According to him, the three phases of analysis in iconography 
resemble the textual discourse analysis of linguistic researcher Fairclough (in Linkola 2013: 
41). In his method, he separates first the description of text (representational meaning), the 
interpretation of text and its interaction (iconographical symbolism) and explanation between 
this interaction and societal context (iconological symbolism).  
All in all, these two methods and their analyzing phases resemble each other remarkably. 
However, according to some authors, visual discourse analysis offers a better theoretical 
framework to study otherness as it strongly concentrates on production of social difference. 
Therefore, I wanted to emphasize the role of discourses in this thesis. Iconology is used as a 
loose framework to direct the phases of analysis and discourse analysis is the interpretative 
method.  
Several authors emphasize that there is no general or practical way of making visual discourse 
analysis (i.e. Rose 2012; Potter & Wetherell 1994). However, they provide some guidelines to 
what a researcher should pay attention to while making the analysis. Rose (2012: 151) suggest 
considering at least these following points in analysis process: 
1. Find key themes that repeat in the data (i.e. rural environment, smiling children, 
women doing house-work) 
2. Pay attention to details (i.e. environment, clothes, expressions) 
3. Think how images and texts produce effects of truths, (i.e. they support the discourse 




4. Look for invisible as well as visible (i.e. women and children are represented but men 
rarely) 
Moreover, Potter and Wetherell (1994: 55) add the importance of cross-referring other 
discourse studies. What kind of discourses can be found from previous studies of similar topic 
and how can they contribute to the on-going research? Thus, in addition to the data of NGOs’ 
materials, the previous studies are crucial part of this thesis as well. The book of Dogra (2012) 
was especially helpful for the methodological approach for this thesis. In her publications, 
Dogra studies how Global poverty is represented in the textual and visual material of UK-
based NGOs. In her analysis she uses ‘post-colonial lenses’ (2012: 18) to provide theoretical 
framework to study representations of Third World. She divides discourses of developing 
world to three different categories: colonialism- , orientalism or Africanism-, and 
development discourses (ibid.).  The post-colonial lenses of Dogra will be utilized in the 
analysis by connecting the representations of Sub-Saharan Africa to the broader context of 
post-colonialism.  
5.2 Data and realization of the research 
 
The research data was gathered from the communication materials of five NGOs operating in 
Finland: UFF, Taksvärkki, Finn Church aid, Plan Finland and World Vision. I chose these 
five organizations with criteria of: 
1. They are all well-known organizations in Finland and have a distinctive role in 
development cooperation with visibility in producing public messages 
2. They differ according to their size, origin and focus group 
3. They operate in Finland and in Sub-Saharan Africa (among several other regions) 
4. They are engaged in development cooperation as well as in global education and 
advocacy work 
The time frame of the data is 2000─2015 and thus, the statistic population of the research is 
all photos representing Sub-Saharan Africa in the communication materials of these five 
chosen NGOs.  Altogether, the analysed data consisted of 647 images and 267 captions. This 
study concentrates only on communication, advocacy and educative materials and leaves out 
material from marketing and fund raising departments. This is because the purpose of the 
thesis is not to compare the different departments within the NGOs or their marketing 
strategies but to explore and understand the general image NGOs produce of Sub-Saharan 
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Africa in their communication. Therefore, in this context ‘communication material’ includes 
newsletters, magazines, annual reports, campaign brochures, posters and web pages of the 
organizations. It was not possible to concentrate solely on, for example, magazines or 
brochures as NGOs and the material they publish vary a lot. Some organizations have large 
collection of magazines dealing with development issues while some organizations are 
concentrating only on news letters or campaign materials in their communication. The web 
pages of the organizations would neither have been as representative as required, since they 
only display the recent imagery of the NGOs. All in all, the data had to be gathered from 
several different sources in order to represent each NGO equally in the data. 
Only the materials that had clear images of Sub-Saharan Africa were included to the research. 
In addition, only those materials with communicative nature were included. This means 
materials that concentrate on communication about general development issues, on-going 
projects in Africa or that has advocative role and are focused on education. It is acknowledged 
that the “communicative nature” is an unclear term as some NGOs use material with 
communicative nature also for marketing and fund raising purposes. Nonetheless, all material 
that clearly has marketing or fund raising purpose, such as child sponsorship advertises or 
posters raising funds for humanitarian crises were excluded. Only photos were used, and for 
example, maps and drawings were excluded.  The data was gathered from the archives of 
NGOs, from their web pages and in some cases the webpage www.archive.com was used. 
Archive.com is an internet service which can trace the older versions of the web pages. One 
simply needs to type down the name of the web page for example www.UFF.fi and choose 
the year s/he wants to view. With this tool it was possible to find older materials of NGOs that 
were no longer available on their current web pages. Sometimes the same image was used 
many times in different materials of the same organization. In these cases, the photo was used 
only once. Also in longer articles that included lot of similar images, the smallest ones were 
left out if they did not carry any added value. Captions were included to study as well but the 
surrounding texts were considered just as supporters of the images and they were not analysed 
further.   
The thesis focused solely only on still and printed images and excluded moving images such 
as videos or TV advertisements or other audio-visual materials. This was not considered as a 
shortcoming of the thesis and as Dogra (2012:20) also states, NGOs tend to use same visual 
materials and themes across print and multi-media. Thus, concentrating on still images is 
52 
 
rather representative and imagery is covered. For the same reason the channels of social-
media were left out as same images are used both in web-pages and in social-media channels. 
All the materials from each year were systematically viewed. In some cases it was not 
possible to keep the printed material if NGOs had only one copy of the material. However, in 
these cases the materials were scanned. The availability of the data became the biggest 
obstacle as in some cases, archives of the NGOs were limited and not all published materials 
were available anymore, including the webpage www.archive.com. Especially the earliest 
years were problematic. In some cases there were no materials from these years and in some 
cases there was material but only few images represented Sub-Saharan Africa. Therefore, 
even if the thesis is not utilizing “historical” material it is still using materials from secondary 
sources available. It was not possible to gather the whole statistic population and thus, the 
data is a sample of the statistic population.  Approaches of purposive and random sampling 
were used.  
In purposive sampling, “the researcher purposely selects the elements because they satisfy 
specific inclusion and exclusion criteria for participation in the study” (Johnnie 2012:88). In 
other words, the researcher uses the subjective choice to define what units of the population 
are taken into the sample. Criteria for the data collection in this thesis were following: 
1. Photos represent Sub-Saharan Africa in the communication material of chosen NGOs 
2. Each NGO is equally represented (approximately same amount of images from each 
NGO for analysis purposes) 
3. Data covers the years 2000─2015 
Random sampling again is a probability sample method that is based on the availability of the 
data (Johnnie 2012:125─175). It is clear that with these sample strategies the data of this 
thesis cannot be statistically representative. However, this is not considered as an inadequacy 
in the thesis. First of all, the emphasis of this research is on qualitative research design and on 
discourse analysis and thus, purposive sampling functions better in this. Secondly, the aim of 
this study is to understand the phenomenon.  Therefore, the fixed sample size is not set as a 
prior to data collection as traditionally in quantitative research (Johnnie 2012: 14). The data 
covers all years 2000─2015 and so it is possible to get overall image of the trends in which 
Sub-Saharan Africa has been represented in communication materials of NGOs.  When 
analyzing the results disproportion between the years and between the NGOs are noticed. 
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5.2.1 Coding frame 
Drawing from the theoretical background and from the previous studies dealing with NGOs’ 
visualization and representations of Africa, the coding frame which fills all the requirements 
defined by Rose (2012: 91) was defined. In creating the categories the instructions how to 
code visual data by Bock, Iserman and Knieper (2011: 267-268) were utilized and 
furthermore, the coding frame of Lutz and Collins (1993: 285) was found very helpful. In 
their visual analysis, Lutz and Collins examine how National Geography represents other 
cultures in different times. As in this thesis the aim is to view how NGOs represent Sub-
Saharan Africa during the time frame between 2000-2015, the purpose of their frame was 
convenient for the research questions of this thesis as well, all though, the perspective of this 
study is less historical. In making the frame the ethical guidelines Code of Conduct by 
CONCORDIA (see chapter three) were also kept in mind. By combining tips from Bock, 
Iserman and Knieper (2011) and with considering the ethical guidelines as well as drawing 
from the previous studies related to NGOs and representations, the coding frame of Lutz and 
Collins (1993) was edited to fit the purpose of this thesis.   
All in all, creating a functional and purposeful coding frame was time consuming phase and 
required several test rounds and modification until it was in accordance with the research 
questions of this study. Moreover, even after making the analysis, some categories had to be 
left out. For instance, the parts that viewed the Westerner’s or celebrities’ presence in photos 
or whether there is visible aggressive behaviour or military personnel in images were left out 
since even if these categories were important in other studies they did not occur as important 
factors in this thesis. 
This Bock, Iserman and Knieper (2011: 267-268) use three general categories to classify 
visual data: (1) objective category, (2) subjective category, and (3) technical category. The 
objective categories include background and general information about the photos. Subjective 
categories are more tied to the research questions and purposes of the study. In this thesis the 
technical category (such as lighting, camera focus or cropping) has less emphasis, since the 
interest lies more on the representation of Sub-Saharan Africa and less in photographic 
technics and details. However, some simple photographic tactics has been analyzed. All in all, 





4.2.1.1 Objective Category: Background variables 
As the first research question aims to compare different NGOs in their creation of 
representations, it was important to record from which material and which organization has 
published each photo. Thus, each photo was given a code according to the NGO (Table 3). 




3 Finn Church aid 
4 Plan 
5 World Vision 
 
Each photo was also given a number so that the further analysis would be easier and that the 
photos could be traceable afterwards. The number includes the year of the publication, issue 
number and the number of the photo. For example, 0102-04 means that the photo is published 
in the first issue in 2002 and the photo is the forth image in the magazine. If there is no clear 
issue number, for example in a case of poster or single brochure, the first number is 00 and 
the last digit is marked in written, for example 0002-poster (poster from 2002). 
Next, the source of the communication material was coded. In this study several different 
forms of communication materials were used; newsletters, annual reports, magazines, 
campaign brochures, posters and web page images.  In order to avoid any confusion, each 
form of communication material was given a separate code (table 4). In this way it was also 
easier to follow, not just which NGO has published the photo, but from which source the 
photo is taken from.  
Table 4 Form of the communication material 
1 newsletter 
2 annual report 
3 magazine 
4 campaign brochure 
5 poster 
6 web page 
7 other source 
 
The newsletters of NGOs are targeted to existing clients, who are interested in the work of 
NGO or who donate or act as child sponsors. The contents of these letters usually deal with 
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on-going projects in the south or greetings from the children of a child sponsorships program. 
The main aim of newsletter is to communicate about organization’s actions to the audience, 
and not to seek to find new donors. Annual reports, in a nutshell, are longer versions of 
newsletters with more numeric details including financial reports. Magazines are extra 
production of NGOs. For example Maailmankuva magazine by Plan is published four times a 
year and it usually has a changing topic. Articles are longer, concentrating not solely on 
development programs of Plan but general issues in the global South and in the whole world. 
This magazine is targeted on existing clients as well as everybody interested in global matters. 
Once again, the focus is on communication, not on marketing. Campaign brochures can focus 
on both marketing and communication. However, in this case the yearly changing campaigns, 
each NGO usually has, were chosen. Their purpose is advocative and educational, even if in 
some brochures there are instructions for donations. Posters are normally part of the 
campaign, but here they have been given a separate code as they distinguish by their size. In 
other words, they are more visible to audience. Web page images were also used, mainly in 
occasion when older materials were not available. The page www.archive.org was utilized in 
order to trace down the former web pages of NGOs to find photos that were used during these 
years. Furthermore, in some cases the newer campaign materials were only found from the 
web pages. Photos that were clearly and only for fund-raising purposes or for example child 
sponsorship advertises were left out. 
The position and size of the image was also coded (table 5). As the position mainly goes hand 
in hand with the size of the photo, only one category was created. For example, independent 
images are considered as large photos without clear surrounding text or article. In this coding 
frame they were mainly campaign posters or cover photos of magazines and newsletters. 
Main images refer to article images that cover at least half a page. Smaller images of the 
article are considered as side images.  
Table 5 Image position in the material 
01. independent image poster, cover photo 
02. main image large image, covering half 
page or more 
03. side image small image, not a main 




Also, if article had just one image but it was small, it was still classified as a side image. In 
this study more focus was given on larger photos, as they are generally more visible to the 
audience and thus, have more power on the readers. For example, if the magazine contained 
more photos that were necessary for the content analysis, the smaller images were left out. 
Furthermore, each photo was coded according whether or not it has a caption (simply 1 = yes, 
0 = no). Photos are rarely presented solely without any text. As in many cases, photos support 
and give evidence for the textual story, but captions and text as well support photos. However, 
photos can be very powerful even, or especially, without supporting text. In NGO materials, 
captions give important information about the location, situation and people depicted. With 
naming the subjects in the photos, it makes an impression that they are real persons and not 
just one more suffering object in the Global South who needs our attention. However, when 
photographing people in vulnerable situation it should be carefully recorded whether or not 
the depicted people want their names published. Sometimes using fake names it is advisable 
to protect individuals. However, this should be clearly noted in the text. The content of the 
captions was coded as well (table 6).  
Table 6 What information is included to caption 
Category Example 
01. location Mali; East-Africa, Maputo 
02. The date in February 2009, on 
Tuesday 4
th
 of May 
03. information about the people girl 19 years, Abou, village 
doctor 
04. two or more of the previous Ali 5 years old from Maputo 
05. other information describing the situation on 
the photo 
06. no caption - 
 
Lastly, the geographical location of the photo was coded. First, it was noted in what 
geographical level the location is mentioned (Table 7) and then in a level of a country (i.e. 




Table 7 Level of geographical location. 
1 country  
2 country and region 
3 country, region and city/village 
4 general region; for example “in East Africa” 
5 no location mentioned 
4.2.1.1 Subjective Category: the representations of Sub-Saharan Africa 
The next categories dealt more generally with the representations of Sub-Saharan Africa and 
communication strategies of NGOs. The photos were coded according what is depicted in the 
photos: people, nature, buildings or other. The surroundings or backgrounds of the photos 
were also given a specific attention (table 8), and in addition, separate code was given to 
make a distinction between urban and rural background. 
Table 8 Surroundings/background/environment 
1 lush environment 
2 dry environment 
3 dangerous looking environment 
4 built environment; houses, urban environment 
5 no clear background/ blurred 
 
Next, the focus was given to the people in the photo. First of all, the photos were coded in 
accordance to the emotional expressions of people (table 9). Many previous studies has shown 
how the NGO imagery has changed from showing sad, suffering people to happy, smiley and 
active subjects, thus, the thesis views whether this change is recognisable in Finland as well.  
Table 9 Facial expressions of the main foreground people depicted 
1 smiling 
2 neutral/ serious face 
3 sad/ crying 
4 angry/ hostile 
5 face is not visible 
6 other face expression 




Secondly, people, their age, gender, and group size were given a code. For example, gender of 
adults, or whether or not there are adults in the photo, sends indiscernible but important 
message to viewer.  According to previous studies (Dogra 2011; Wilson 2011; Monza 2006), 
the major part of NGO imagery represents only women or children or women with children. 
This simplifies the developing world and ignores the presence of men, fathers and husbands. 
Similarly, the activity level (active subject, passive object) and type of activity sends signals 
to the reader (table 10).  
Table 10 Activity type of the main foreground people depicted. 
Activity type Visible in the photo 
Playing children playing with toys, football game 
Studying children studying in classroom, making homework, vocational 
training 
Farming fieldwork, irrigation, tools and machines 
House work cooking, cleaning, carrying water 
Other work teaching, selling, repairing 
Conversation talking, communicating 
Moving walking, running, driving a bicycle 
Fighting aggressive action, wrestling, yelling 
Demonstrating group of people carrying signs 
 
Thirdly, focus was given on the appearance of the subjects in the photo. The dress style of the 
subject (local, Western, formal) was specified. Also signs of extreme poverty such as broken 
clothes, starving children or sick people were noted and on the other hand wealth indicators 
for instance cars, expensive watches or real estates were coded mutually.  
4.2.1.3 Technical category: Camera focus, angle and subject’s gaze 
As mentioned earlier, this study gives less attention to technical or photographic details, as the 
main focus is on representations. However, considering the ethical guidelines of Code of 
Conduct, the focus, camera angle and gaze were measured in this content analysis. In this 
context, the focus means how tight the camera framing is. Is the photo cropped tightly to 
show just one person or his/her face, or does the photo include details from the surroundings. 
Very tightly cropped photos of children, for example, can give a message that they are alone, 
even if their family is just next to them but cut out from the picture. Camera angle or vantage 
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point refers to the perspective from which angle the photo has been taken; at the same level 
with the object, from frog perspective or from above. For example, photos with camera angle 
depicting objects from above are considered to victimize the subjects.  
Lastly, coding frame classified the subject’s gaze. This means the look of the person who has 
been captured to the film. The’ look’ or ‘gaze’ which I used here interchangeable can be 
directed straight to the camera, the subject can gaze somebody or someone within the camera 
frame or the gaze can be out of the camera frame or absent all together (table 11). The straight 
gaze to camera can be regarded in several ways. For example when person in the photo looks 
straight to camera there is no chance that he does not know that he is photographed. For some 
authors this diminishes voyeurism which is often present when photographing people from 
different cultures or minority groups. On the other hand, this can be regarded only as a more 
direct way of beeping. As Lutz and Collins (1991:139) note, whether or not the gaze is 
straight it can still be considered as voyeurism, depending on the reader and his/her 
background. Facial expressions of the subject also weights as smile is easier to take as an 
invitation to look than an angry face. What is more crucial for this study is that, straight gaze 
creates an illusion of intimacy between the viewer and the object (Lutz & Collins 1991:139).  
For example in NGO materials this can be regarded as a strategy to bring the distant other 
closer to the viewer and create an illusion of shared world and unity between ‘us and them’. 
Table 11 Gaze of the main foreground person 
1 gaze straight to camera 
2 gaze in something/someone within the camera frame 
3 gaze out of the camera frame 
4  gaze invisible 
 
In a contrast, the ‘gaze off’ enables the reader to view the object, his or her expressions, 
feelings, and position better. This creates also an illusion of intimacy but at the same it creates 
invisibility (Lutz & Collins 1991:139). The reader is more free to interpret the distant other. 
Furthermore, the gazing of someone or something within the camera frame gives an 
impression of active, independent individual who does his/her own things and does not 
concentrate on the photographer and has aims and goals in life (Lutz & Collins 1991: 140). 
Instead, the gaze out of the camera frame can mean different things; it can signal a dreamy, 
absent-minded person who is not in this world or active subject who is future-orientated. 
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Invisible gaze is usually a sign that something in the photo is more important that the person 
depicted, for example surroundings, situation or other objects (ibid.).   
5.2.2 Post-colonial lenses 
As mentioned previous subchapter, post-colonial ‘lenses’ created by Dogra (2012) were used 
as a framework in analysing the discourses of Sub-Saharan Africa. In her book Dogra (2012) 
argues that the public messages of NGOs generally represent global poverty and the Third 
World in terms of dual logic of (1) otherness & distance and (2) oneness.  Distant and 
different is produced by visualising global south as rural and traditional and by using 
strategies of feminization and infantilizing. However, at the same time NGOs emphasize the 
common humanity we share with the Third World.  Representations produced by NGOS are 
organized under three discursive categories: colonial, orientalism-Africanism, and 
development.  
These categories are used in analysing the discourses of Sub-Saharan Africa but the categories 
of colonial and orientalism-Africanism are considered as synonyms.  In both categories the 
difference and distant from Western countries is emphasized and the gap between developed 
and developing is supported by using binary oppositions; modern-traditional urban-rural, 
masculine-feminine, rational-irrational, order-disorder etc. Moreover, as the thesis 
concentrates solely on images of Sub-Saharan Africa, and not on the whole ‘global south’, the 
unification of these two categories is regarded as reasonable.  
Discourses of development represented by NGOs are traditionally analysed from the anti- and 
post-developmental points-of-view which consider that imagery of development NGOs 
mainly reflects the contradictory history of colonialism (Dogra 2012: 16). Development 
discourses tend to homogenise the diversity and complexity of Third World and represent it as 
without historical connection to the past. With the discourses of poverty, illiteracy, and 
famine, NGOs seeks to justify their actions in the aid field. Dogra (2012: 17) considers the 
strategies of labelling and tropes NGOs use in their messages as useful approaches to study 
development discourses. However, post-developmental approaches have been criticized as 
falling to the same traps they are criticizing NGOs about. In a similar way, Post-development 
approach tends to diminish the diversity and complexity of global south. Thus, other kind of 
development discourses should be viewed as well. Dogra (ibid.) mentions development 
discourses that emphasize grassroots movements, indigenous knowledge, and role of 
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community in participation as well as bottom-up approaches. These will be carefully viewed 
in the interpretative analysis.  
All in all, using the loose methodological framework of iconology, the key words with the 
help of content analysis were gathered first. The second phase of the analysis is embedded to 
the first and third level of iconography, with the aim to find symbolic meanings behind the 
keywords. Thus, the third level of iconology, discourse analysis, was used in order to connect 
the symbolic meanings to the broader cultural and historical context of Sub-Saharan Africa. In 
other words, the third level of analysis connects discourses under the themes colonialism and 
development.  In table 12, the process of analysis is explained. 
Table 12 Phases of analysis using iconological framework combined with Dogra’s (2012) theoretical 
tool of ‘post-colonial lenses’. 
Level of analysis Method  themes 




Content analysis children, women, active, 
rural, exotic Discourse analysis 
3. Iconological symbolising Discourse analysis Colonialism, Development 
 
Practically, the second level of analysis overlaps with the first and the third one. Moreover, 
and what is typical for qualitative analysis, the different phases of analysis are not linear but 
the analysis moves from the general level to deeper one, seeking to understand the detailed 
meanings of images. Then it returns to the more general level with the aim to connect these 
meanings to first findings. The next chapter will open up the results find from the analysis. 
First, the results of the content analysis will be explained and then, the findings of discourse 
analysis will be clarified.  
6. Results 
 
Following the methodological framework of iconology, the outcomes of the content analysis 
and the discourse analysis will be examined in this chapter. The first section examines the 
general representational meanings that were analyzed with quantitative methods by content 
analysis mainly by using Excel. The results provide a basis for the following discourse 
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analysis, which examines deeper meanings of the findings. Thus, the second sector of this 
chapter connects the key themes found from the content analysis to the theoretical background 
and previous studies by using discourse analysis and the concept of intertextuality. The 
analysis provides an insight to the contemporary image of Sub-Saharan Africa in Finland. 
What was evident from the data and worth mentioning here is that all though the purpose of 
this thesis was to examine the representations of Sub-Saharan Africa, the visualization of the 
communication materials was clearly focused on people (over 90% of the photos are depicting 
people). Thus, it is somewhat clear that NGOs personalize Sub-Saharan Africa and therefore, 
to be specific, the results of the thesis concentrate on representations of Sub-Saharan Africans, 
not just of Sub-Saharan Africa.  
6.1 Results of Content analysis 
 
The results of the content analysis are examined here in an equal order with the coding frame 
presented in the chapter five.  First, the results of objective-, subjective-, and, technical 
categories (Bock et al. 2011: 267-268) will be examined in terms of the research questions. 
Then, the key themes, which direct the further analysis in following sectors dealing with 
discourses and representations of Sub-Saharan Africa, will be defined. It is worth mentioning 
that the visual data of the five NGOs examined in this thesis varied a little in terms of the 
research questions and categories of the coding frame, thus, it was not reasonable to separate 
the results according to each NGO. In addition, the main purpose of this thesis is not to 
compare the performance of different NGOs but to examine the general image of Sub-Saharan 
Africa represented by non-governmental organization. Therefore, in most categories the 
results of each NGO are combined to one column only. However, in some categories of the 
background variables there was visible variation between different organizations and thus, 
this variation is showed in the next chapter. 
6.1.1 Objective category: Background variables 
6.1.1.1 The form of communication material 
The data was gathered from six different forms of material; newsletters, annual reports, 
magazines, campaign brochures, posters and web pages of the chosen NGOs.  The table 13 




Table 13 Distribution of data sources by photos gathered. Most of the data was gathered from 
newsletters, annual reports and web pages of NGOs. All in all 647 photos were analyzed. 








UFF 76 46    2 124 
Taksvärkki    49 7 44 100 
Finn Church 
aid 
43 29 37 6  17 132 
Plan 105  50    155 
World Vision 102    2 32 136 
in total 326 75 87 55 9 95 647 
 
Most of the photos were gathered from newsletters and annual reports since they were easier 
to reach compared to, for instance, campaign brochures or posters. Newsletters are also 
published regularly and thus, they have an issue number which makes them easier to trace 
down for possible later examination. Moreover, images were also gathered from web pages, 
since web pages of the organization usually had the most recent communication material. In 
addition, the oldest materials were gathered with the help of archive.org webpage.  Other 
sources were included to thesis, since the produced materials of different NGOs varied a lot. 
For example, newsletter and magazines were not published regularly by every organization 
and therefore campaign brochures were added to the study.  Altogether, 647 images were 
gathered from these sources.  
6.1.1.2 The image size and caption 
The figure seven represents the distribution of image sizes in the data. As most of the data 
was gathered from newsletters, small side images of articles occur most.  Larger main images 
of articles were common too while independent posters and cover photos appeared less often. 
However, when analyzing the deeper meanings of the representations in the discourse 
analysis, more emphasis was given to larger photos since they were regarded as more 
important in the meaning making process because of their size and, thus, visibility. Large 
images tend to capture readers’ attention more easily than smaller photos do, and furthermore, 
large independent images often appear without caption or other supporting text and therefore 




Figure 7 Distribution of images by size. Small side images occur most often while independent cover 
images and posters are rarer.  
In total over 56 per cent of the photos did not have caption.  However, in this category, the 
NGOs varied in their performance (figure 8). Finn Church aid was the only organization 
which had captions more often than not (58 % of the photos had captions) while almost 70 per 
cent of the photos of Plan and Taksvärkki did not have captions. As the Code of Conduct on 
images and messages (Dócha 2014: 12) suggests, NGOs should use accurate captioning in 
their photos in order to give further information about the context in which the photo has been 
taken by labelling the location, situation, date and people depicted. Without captions and, thus 
context, a photo can be easily seen as representing the whole continent or all the people in the 
continent (Dócha 2014: 12).  
 
Figure 8 Photos including caption in per cents.  
However, considering the ethical issues, the guidelines of Code of Conduct are questionable 
as the Code encourages providing accurate information about location and people, when they 
are not in vulnerable situation. However, if compared to research ethics (i.e. Emmison et al. 















































privacy and anonymity. Therefore, even if not depicted in vulnerable situation, it is 
questionable is it ethical to provide details of the local people at all. Rarely the captions stated 
that people depicted are willing or not willing to be photographed and named for the 
communication material. Thus, the small amount of caption by Plan and Taksvärkki can be 
regarded both as a questionable factor in terms of the missing context and as a good factor in 
terms of privacy and ethics.  
The figure nine shows what information the captures share. In total, most of the captions 
provide information about the location where the photos have been taken (30.4 %) or who is 
in the photo (25.6%). Moreover, 26 per cent of the captions define the present situation in the 
photo, while people and location stay unknown. While UFF and Finn Church aid most often 
provides information about location, World Vision usually shares information about the 
people depicted. Plan provides more general information about the context in which the photo 
is taken without labelling locations or people. Taksvärkki rarely provides captions at all. 
  
Figure 9 Information shared in captions by each NGO. 
As the focus of this thesis is solely on photos and captions, the surrounding texts, for instance 
articles, where not analyzed. They were only viewed in order to gain a general idea of the 
topic in which the image was set. However, they were not included to analysis since the focus 
































The figure 10 shows in a country level how the data is distributed in terms of Sub-Saharan 
Africa. As most of the materials from which the data was gathered deals with on-going 
projects in Sub-Saharan Africa, the countries named mainly follow the location of these 
projects. In total almost 70 per cent of the photos have specific location.  
 
Figure 10 The distribution of the data by Sub-Saharan African countries. The figure shows 
countries that were mentioned more than five times in captions. 
 
Moreover, almost in 34 per cent of the photos the location is mentioned with an accuracy of a 
city. World Vision and Plan share most accurate information about the locations of the photos 
(country, region and city) while almost 50 per cent of the photos by UFF do not have 
specified location (figure 11). The captions of Taksvärkki often mention only the country but 
do not specify the region or the city. As discussed in the previous sections, what it comes to 
ethical considerations, sharing the accurate information can be a good thing in terms of 
explaining the context and avoiding any generalization of the Africa that occurs too often. 

























Figure 11 Specification of the location in per cents. UFF often does not share accurate locations of its 
photography while Taksvärkki usually shares only the name of the country. Finn Church aid, World 
Vision and Plan most often share the location in accuracy of the city or village.  
6.1.2 Subjective Category: representational meanings of Sub-Saharan Africa 
6.1.2.1 Surroundings and urban vs rural 
According to the data, 54 per cent of the photos are representing rural surroundings, while 
only 12 % depicts urban environment (figure 12). On the other hand, one third of the photos 
do not have clear background at all. In these cases the background is often blurred or the 
focus is cropped to one person only, which prevents seeing the background However, the 
level of vegetation does not correlate with the division between rural and urban. One third of 
the photos are showing build environment (figure 13), while only 32 per cent of the pictures 
depict natural environment, lush or dry.  Furthermore, it is valid to consider that only 11 per 
cent of the data shows dry and less than 2 per cent dangerous looking environment. 
 
Figure 12 Urban vs. rural surroundings.  Figure 13 Level of vegetation in photos.




















Country, region, and city
No location specified












6.1.2.2 People depicted; gender, age, and dress style 
Over 90 per cent of data is showing people. Moreover, the data shows that 46 % of the people 
in photos are children (figure 14), thus, the result goes hand in hand with the previous studies 
(Monza 2006; Dogra 2007, 2012) and confirms the infantilization that NGOs practice in their 
communication strategies.  The transformation, in terms of the use of images of children, from 
the beginning of 21
st
 century to 2015 is modest; only small variation occurs between these 
years. Women are the next often appealing group while the amount of men is rather small 
compared to women and especially children. While 13 per cent of the photos show women 
with children, family photos, woman and man or man with child are rare (figure 14). Usually, 
images which show man with children are taken from the class room, where man acts as 
teacher. Father-child images are extremely rare. 
 
  
Figure 14 People showed in photos. Over 46 per cent of all photos depict children.  
 
The dress style reinforces the traditional, natural, and exotic image of Africa. Over half of the 
people depicted are dressed in traditional and colorful costumes (figure 15). Even if studying 

















Figure 15 Dress style. Over 50 per cent of photos show people in local costumes.  
6.1.2.3 Facial expression of people 
Women tend to smile more often in photos (40 %) compared to children and men, while men 
are most often shown as serious (55 %).  All in all, happy photos are presented slightly less 
than photos with neutral facial expression.  However, what is remarkable is that 
communication materials do not depict sad or miserable people (less than 1 %). 
Nevertheless, sometimes it is hard to distinct whether the facial expression is neutral or sad, 
and the making of this distinction demanded to some extent subjective interpretation. 
Furthermore, less than 3 % of the photos show signs of extreme poverty. Signs of famine, 
starving people, children with sticking bones, sickness or even people in broken clothes are 
not shown often in the imagery of Finnish NGOs. However, it is surely hard to draw a clear 
line to what is a sign of extreme poverty especially by solely watching the photos without 
knowledge of the context. Thus, this category also required some subjective interpretation. 
During 15 years timeframe the images representing extreme poverty have not decreased or 
increased; the amount of these photos has remained low throughout the temporal period of the 
thesis. However, the same trend seems to follow in the wealth indicators. Again, there are 
only few photos that can be considered having indicators of wealth, such as watches, 
machines, cars or expensive clothes. From organization to organization and from year to year, 















6.1.2.4 Active-passive  
While approximately 40 % of the people depicted are passive objects of the camera, 60 % of 
the people are showed as active subjects. Adults are more active than children and over 65 per 
cent of women and men are both represented as active subjects (figure 16).  
 
Figure 16 Active-passive divisions by gender.  
People in photos do house work, farm land, sell products and take care of children (figure 17).  
Children are more often shown as passive objects. They look at the camera with a serious 
almost empty gaze or with happy smile. When represented as active subjects they usually 
study or do house work, rather than play or have fun.  
 
Figure 17 Activities depicted in photos. Studying and working seem to be most common activities of 


































6.1.3 Technical category 
6.1.3.1 Gaze 
The gaze, in cooperation with the facial expression of the people depicted, has a great 
significant to the atmosphere of the photo. Gazing straight to camera has two rather 
significant meanings for this study. First of all, when the subject is looking straight to the 
camera, it takes off the possibility of beeping (Luzt & Collins 1991: 139). One can assume 
that the person in the photo is aware that s/he is photographed and that s/he proves it.  
Secondly the straight gaze creates an illusion of intimacy between the person depicted and the 
viewer (ibid.). As the data shows (figure 18), in 50 per cent of all photos the subject’s gaze is 
directed to the camera lens. Combined with a smile or with a serious face, this is by far the 
most used type of photo representing Sub-Saharan Africa.   
 
Figure 18 Gaze of the person depicted.   
Luzt and Collins also note that generally the societal and economic status is related whether 
the object of the camera gazes straight to the camera or not (1991: 140). Children are more 
likely to strike a straight gaze compared to adults, and women compared to men.  The data of 
this study shows that 56 per cent of the depicted children are gazing the camera. However, 
what is surprising is that only 15.8 per cent of the women are looking straight to the camera, 
while 44 per cent of the men do gaze the camera (figure 19).  26 per cent of the data consist of 
photos in which the subject’s gaze is in something or someone else in the camera frame. 
According to Luzt and Collins (1991: 141), this gives an impression of active, hard-working 
person who has dreams and goals in life. They are more interested in the world where they 


















ratio of active-passive (figure 16) it is obvious that previous discourse of ’lazy Africans’ is 
stepping aside.  
 
 
Figure 19 Gaze in the camera 
6.1.3.2 Focus and vantage point 
It seems that NGOs in this study seek to follow the Code of conduct of Concordia in terms of 
avoiding photos with tight cropping or photos with camera angle capturing the object from 
above. More than half of the photos are using wider focus, meaning that objects are not 
cropped tightly, but the surroundings and the context where the image has been made is 
visible.  Similarly, only 10 per cent of the photos are using a high vantage point in which the 
subject of the photo is depicted from above. Shots using this angle are regarded as victimizing 
the object while positioning the viewer to the higher status. Instead of simple snapshots, 
NGOs use often photo stories, which include several photos that provide more detailed 
information about the people that are photographed. 
6.2 Results of Discourse analysis 
 
The image of Sub-Saharan Africa is closely linked to representation of otherness. Discourse 
analysis was utilized to deconstruct the production of social difference in imagery of NGOs. 
Thus, the analysis is strongly related to premise of constructionism as well as to approaches in 
post-colonial studies. As analytical tool, Dogra’s (2012:18) ‘post-colonial’ lenses were used 
to analyze the results. The phases of discourse analysis where conducted with the directions of 
Rose (2012: 151) and Potter and Wetherell (1994: 55).  
By paying attention to the details and objects that were repeated in the data and on the other 
hand objects that were missing from the data, the key themes that fell under the categories of 










were found.  From these key themes six main discourses which emerged from the data were 
defined. With the help of Dogra’s post-colonial lenses, these discourses were examined under 
two frames; colonial discourses and development discourses. However, as will be shown, 
these categories are often overlapping and in terms of representations of Sub-Saharan Africa, 
same discourses can be viewed from both perspective; colonial and development. Moreover, 
some authors suggest that ‘development discourses’ are actually almost equal to colonial 
discourses, but for example, the racist tone of ‘civilizing’ is changed with ‘development’ 
(Manji & O’Coill 2002: 574). Thus, discourses are not analyzed separately under these two 
categories, but discussed in both frames at the same time. Furthermore, as mentioned in 
beginning of this chapter (Chapter 6), the communication materials of NGOs often 
personalize Sub-Saharan Africa (over 90% of the photos are depicting people) which also 
became evident during the discourse analysis. Thus, the results of the discourse analysis are 
more focused on representations of Sub-Saharan Africans than just of Sub-Saharan Africa. 
Table 14 Key themes, categories and discourses. 
Key themes Objects in photos Main category Discourses 
Age children, adults more 




Gender women, women with 

















Clothing traditional, local, 
colorful 
colonial Exotic Africa 
Personalization children and mothers, 
photo stories, straight 
gaze, specific 
locations 





6.2.1 Young Africa 
As the results of content analysis show, photos of children are most frequently appearing 
(over 46 % of photos show children) in materials of NGOs depicting Sub-Saharan Africa. 
Children are shown alone, with other children, or sometimes with their mother. Most often 
they are depicted as passive objects that stare at the camera with serious face or with wide 
smile, while if alone, the photo often depicts child with a tight focus showing only the face. 
Other way to depict children is to show them as active subjects who study, do house work or 
play with their friends (figure 20). As the communication materials seek to show ‘positive’ 
images, children normally seem to be rather content with their lives. They are not depicted as 
suffering of lack resources, food or adults in their life. 
  
Figure 20 Smiling children are common in NGO materials since they evoke universal emotions of 
nurturing in audience. In addition, the child in this photo is also wearing traditional outfit and body 
paint that emphasizes his difference compared to European children. (Plan 04/2009, cover) 
 
The data suggests that children represent the innocence of childhood, and whether shown as 
serious or smiling, they evoke universal emotions of nurturing in audience (Dogra 2012: 37). 
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The massive amount of child images suggests further, as Manzo (2008: 635) argues that for 
NGOs, images of children operate as signifiers of NGOs’ values and objects and reinforce 
their role in the field of aid. By using images of children, NGOs tend to justify their role as 
humanitarian actors (Manzo 2008:635).    
However, the connotation of childhood, and images of children operate also in another level. 
During the colonial history, Africans were often represented as innocent and child-like, which 
infantilized the continent and addressed the underdevelopment and their need for guardian.  
According to paternalistic assumptions, child-like Africans were not capable of protecting 
their own resources and their needed guidance from colonizing countries (McEwan 2009: 
136). From this perspective the massive use of children’s photo make once again ‘a child’ as a 
symbol of Africa. Thus, it reinforces the colonial discourse of underdeveloped continent and 
Africans as needing help from Northern states. In a context of development industry, NGOs 
operate as ‘adults’ who give their assistance to child-like Africans. Thus, the colonial 
discourse is reinforced through aid practices and with communicating strategies of NGOs. 
Even though children are not shown as miserable, suffering victims, their innocence solely 
operate as a persuasive tool for NGOs.  
‘Young Africa’ thus falls under both discursive categories of development and colonial. As 
development discourse it reinforces the humanitarian nature of NGOs and their agenda in 
improving children’s rights. Especially Plan and World Vision have strong focus on children 
and thus, their imagery reinforces their status.  The human approach to development is how 
NGOs often frame their practices today, and images of children are a good way to draw away 
from traditional development discourse of economic growth, modernization or neoliberalism, 
as the images operate as symbols of innocent. As a colonial discourse, massive amount of 
images of children suggests the close link to child-like Africans.  
6.2.2 Feminine Africa 
In addition to photos of children, women also occur often in the imagery of NGOs (over 16 % 
of the photos show women). African women are represented in traditional ways; they are 
mothers and nurtures who have a great responsibility to take care of the family. They carry 
their children with colorful scarfs, breastfeed the babies while other children play close-by 
and cook for their big families. On the other hand, they are shown as active individuals who 
are engaged in house work and in agriculture (figure 21). The amount of images representing 
solely women or women with children, while forgetting the presence of men, feminize Sub-
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Saharan Africa in a similar way that images of children infantilize it. Furthermore, women 
from Sub-Saharan Africa tend to be located only in rural environment in traditional outfits. 
There are only few photos representing them in different environment or in practicing other 
kind of profession than farmer or mother. According to Wilson (2011: 318), women in the 
development discourses are represented as ‘more efficient’ subjects compared to men. 
Considering the results of the content analysis and the absent gaze of women compared to 
men, the data reinforces the active nature of women compared to “lazy men”. 
 
Figure 21 African women in the fields. Humanitarian communication concentrate often on showing 
happy, active and “empowered” people, especially women, in their materials. (UFF annual report 
2013, cover) 
This neoliberal focus suggests that women work harder and spend less resource, and thus, 
provide better life and future for their children. In development discourses this (efficient 
women) is a well-known “fact” which is repeated in NGOs materials and projects. Efficient 
women discourse is reinforced by emergence of microfinance institutes directed to women as 
they regard that it better to borrow money for women since they are more reliable, better 
investors and thus, better providers of the family (Wilson 2011: 319).  The gender equality is 
important aspect in current development discussion and was also embedded to Millennium 
Development Goals. Thus, it is understandable that the role of women is emphasized in many 
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projects of NGOs.  However, how the efficient African women discourse is constructed is 
problematic. First of all ‘Efficient women’ discourse often reflects the patriarchal ideologies 
where the division of gender represents women as good, nurtures, mothers, and daughters 
whose solely responsibility is to take care of their children and families (ibid.). As Wilson 
(2011: 318) argues, it is ironic that women are thus, represented as efficient workers through 
the same unequal gender frame which have oppressed and control them and constructed 
women as weaker counterparts of men. In media African men are often represented as overly 
masculine, violent, soldiers, rebels or corrupted state leaders. Their role as fathers and 
husbands is generally ignored. In NGO imagery, presence of men is marginal and their role as 
fathers or husbands is even rarer. Often they role is to be teacher, farmer or representative of 
the village or manager of the NGO project. Thus, they are represented in terms of their 
profession while women are represented as mothers, nurtures and objects (and subjects) of 
development project. Images representing women in leading positions or working in other 
sectors that agriculture are sparse. 
 
Images create a homogenous group of  ‘African women’ that follows the term ‘Third World 
women’ which has been adopted as a results of increasing gender movements that strive to 
make a difference between Northern and Southern feminist. Nonetheless they tend to create 
stereotypes of women in Global South and categorize them under one homogenous group 
(McEwan 2009: 152). The discourse of feminine Africa is created through massive amount of 
photos representing women in Sub-Saharan Africa. As the infantilizing of Africa, 
feminization of the continent ignores other ways to see Africa. Code of Conduct encourages 
organizations to diversify their imagery and argues that photography which concentrates 
solely on women and children gives misleading view to audience that ignores the existence of 
men, elders or disabled people in Sub-Saharan Africa. Moreover missing of men puts women 
and children in more vulnerable situation and thus suggests that they need aid from Northern 
NGOs.  
As a development discourse, feminine Africa is produced through the developmental 
approaches of empowerment, participation, human agenda and gender and development.  As 
considered from these perspectives discourse reinforces the traditional ‘NGO development 
discourse’ emphasizing human approach. On the other hand, neoliberalism is clearly visible 
from this discourse, as they address the empowerment of women and their role in economic 
growth. With aid, women can start small-scale agricultural business, and thus, with their 
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personal efforts, they are able to join the global market. However, their traditional role as 
farmers reinforces the colonial discourse of women working in colonial enterprises for 
colonizing states. 
6.2.3 Hard-working and active Africans 
Almost 60 per cent of the images show active or half active people. People in photos study, 
are engaged in agriculture or house work, take care of their children or play (figure 22). In 
colonial past, Africans were often represented as lazy and lacking of interest in anything. 
Some development discourses have still maintained this perception by accusing Africans as 
not interested in developing project, hard to work with or  not trustworthy (McEwan 2009: 
136).  Negative imagery of NGOs tended to show Africans in roles of passive victim waiting 
assistance from Western donors. However, the data of this study shows different results. Sub-
Saharan Africans are showed as active subjects who are interested in their future. They have 
dreams and goals and they are willing to work for these goals. They are no longer passive 
victims but agencies of their own future and development.  
 
Figure 22 Hard-working Africans is a counter discourse to previous lazy, dependent, and child-like 
discourses. However, many authors see deep connotations to colonialism and neoliberalism in these 




They are depicted in the middle of their daily work; carrying water, cooking or planting crops 
and harvesting plants. They work smiling or concentrate on their duties without noticing the 
camera that depicts them.  The gaze of the subject’s reinforces their commitment; in 26 per 
cent of the photos subject’s gaze is in something or someone within the camera frame which 
addresses their hard-working and active nature. 
The focus of NGOs in ‘positive images’ and their developmental approach to empowerment is 
visible in this discourse. Showing people in their duties, working for their living is a mean to 
avoid negative images. In the data, NGOs seem to focus on this aspect more than just showing 
smiling people, which is another easy way to avoid victimization. Furthermore, alternative 
development approaches emphasize empowerment and participatory of people, the 
importance of their own contribution to development and using their knowledge in 
development projects instead of implementing top-down ides to local level. However, 
according to some authors empowerment is a new approach to modernization.  Similarly as 
with images of women, NGOs and norther donors are shown as facilitators to development in 
Africa. With small-scale farming business, which is financed by NGOs, people in Africa can 
rise from the poverty. The development discourse of empowerment is thus, once again 
reinforcing the colonial past in which productive and contented subalterns where working in 
colonial enterprises in order to develop (Wilson 2011: 316). Aid from the north creates jobs 
and study opportunities while without this aid Africa would be even more stagnate that it is 
now.  Thus, in a way this development discourse of active Africans has colonial connotations.  
6.2.4 Rural/ Traditional Africa 
The rural surroundings are repeated in the images of NGOs (figure 23). Over 50 per cent of 
the images show people in rural environment engaged in traditional farming of primary 
products. Africa as rural is produced through images of small villages and houses made of 
clay and hay. Women in colorful clothes work in the fields using traditional tools. Villagers 
gather together for traditional ceremonies in which singing and dancing play a big role.  All 
these images strongly symbolize the perception of rural and traditional Africa. Again the 
massive amount of images from rural areas naturalizes the continent and suggests simply that 
Africa is rural and thus, backward. Discourse ignores the fact of fast urbanization and 
industrialization happening in Sub-Saharan Africa and do not consider Africans practicing 
other professions than farming. The difference compared to us is constructed through binary 




Figure 23 Rural or traditional Africa is a persistent discourse or stereotype that arises from the 
communication materials of NGOs. (Campaign brochure of Taksvärkki in 2001) 
Rural reinforces the colonial discourse of Africa as backward region providing primary 
products to colonizing states.  The perspective of rurality from which Africa is always 
depicted rules out other ways to represent the continent. It creates question of how and why 
the continent is still so underdeveloped without decent industry, economy or cities (Dogra 
2012: 71). However, it is crucial to consider in what extent the rural Africa is the truth? 
Discourses which NGOs create in their visual materials do not suggest that Africa is failing, 
as many other sources do suggest (Khalema et al. 2013: 289). But what is true in the context 
of Sub-Saharan Africa is that continent is trapped. It is trapped not because the states in Africa 
are poor, but because of the world order and the role of the countries in Africa as producers of 
primary products. Sub-Saharan Africa is locked in a role of producing few products for their 
ex-colonializing powers (ibid.). NGO imagery reinforces this role of African states as 
producers of primary products, but fails to address why and how. With showing Africans as 
active, self-reliant and contented farmers in rural villages, they give an audience a perception 
that this is the natural way Sub-Saharan Africa should be.  Visual data concentrates solely on 
positive images which ignore the real problems the continent still has.   
6.2.5 Exotic Africa 
Other discourse reinforcing the traditional and natural image of Sub-Saharan Africa is related 
to its exotic perspective.  In images Africans are using colorful clothes, big neckless, earrings, 
facial and body paintings, and head scarfs (figure 24). Singing and dancing are inherent part 




Figure 24 Man wearing traditional tribal costume reinforces. Colorful outfits, big nekclases and 
earrings reinforce the exotic image of Africans. (Plan magazine 9/2011, cover photo) 
Wild animals are shown from time to times and people are engaged in farming or hunting and 
gathering products from the forest. The data shows Sub-Saharan Africa as wild and different 
as it was described and represented in the writings of first explorers (Fabian 2013: 94). 
However, in the data the difference is framed in a positive light. Africa is exotic and colorful, 
and even mysterious but no longer dark nor unknown. It is framed in the context of positive 
aspects of cultural diversity and exotic nature.  
However, whether consider the exotic image of Africa as a positive or negative thing, Africa 
is still constructed as different compared to Europe and the West. Thus, the perspective is 
Eurocentric as it has been for centuries now (Löytty 1994: 116). The exotic and mysterious 
can be regarded as a positive thing but it is still constructed from the perspective of what 
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Africa is not; it is not modern, urban, in order or developed. Colonial discourses of dangerous, 
mystic, savages, uncivilized, barbaric, wild, and unknown are replaced with romanticized 
versions of these; exotic, traditional, and wild.  
6.2.6 Familiar Africa 
The last discourse found from the data operates as a counter discourse to the previous ones 
presented above. While Sub-Saharan Africa is represented as exotic, rural, traditional, and 
different from us, there are few ways that actually strive to connect Northern audience with 
Southern beneficiaries. One communication strategies for NGOs is to build a bridge through 
our common humanity between Africa and Europe (Dogra 2012: 96) by referring to universal 
discourses of motherhood and childhood (discourses of young Africa and feminine Africa), 
showing photo stories of people’s life, and personalizing the beneficiaries by giving them 
names, professions and status in the community (figure 25).  
 
Figure 25 “Widow operates as a volunteer garden advisor”. Personalizing the people depicted brings 
the developing world closer to Northern audience but does not protect the anonymity of individuals. 




Subject’s gaze also plays a part here. When the gaze of the depicted person is staring the 
camera, it creates an illusion of intimacy; the reader and the object of the reader have 
connection and as Luzt and Collins (1991: 139) argue further, the straight gaze gives reader 
an impression of distant other asking for  assistance. However, this can regarded as a mean to 
bring the South closer to the North or as a marketing strategies to invoke sympathy and pity in 
reader.  
Moreover, as results from content analysis show, almost 70% of the photos have specific 
location mentioned. Thus, instead of referring simply to “Africa” or “distant continent”, 
NGOs seek to provide more accurate information about Sub-Saharan Africa, and this opens 
up the myth of ‘unknown’ and ‘dark’ continent. In cooperation with the communication 
strategies that strive to build a bridge between us and them and with giving accurate locations, 
Sub-Saharan Africa becomes more familiar than it used to be. The discourse of ‘familiar 
Africa’ is hence a creation of NGOs and quite unique way to represent the continent 
compared to ways it is represented by media. However, it is arguable how familiar the 
continent really is to us and is ‘familiar Africa’ just one way to generalize the vast region. 
Nevertheless, if stereotypical image of vast, unknown continent is replaced with ways that 
gives more specific information about Sub-Saharan Africa, this can be considered as a 
positive aspect in the communication of NGOs 
6.3 Conclusions of the results: Representations of Sub-Saharan Africa 
 
The results from the content analysis and discourse analysis mainly follow the representations 
of difference and distance presented by Dogra (2012) about global poverty. The different and 
distance of the continent compared to Western world is emphasized by using colonial and 
development discourses. Visual discourses of ‘young and feminine Africa’ and ’Rural and 
exotic Africa’ reinforce the myth of the continent.  While imagery of NGOs does not address 
the continent as unknown or dangerous, Africa is still represented as ‘other’ from the 
perspective of Eurocentrism.  The construction of other is created through representations that 
naturalize the rural and traditional nature of Sub-Saharan African and Africans. Moreover, the 
old colonial discourses are reinforced in infantilizing and feminization of Africa, and by 
showing active people working in agriculture. These representations operate in development 
and colonial discursive level at the same time. It is not possible to divide discourses in 
separated categories as in there are symbols that refer to both categories.  
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Imagery of NGOs clearly avoids using negative images that would victimize Africans and 
reinforce the discourse of distant sufferer. To avoid victimization, NGOs tend to use images 
of happy and active people. There are very little images showing signs of extreme poverty or 
images depicted in dangerous looking environment. Even droughts or other extreme natural 
phenomena are cut off.  People are shown in active positions and as participants of the 
projects rather than objects of aid. All in all, it seems that NGOs have chosen images based on 
respect, equality, solidarity and justice as Code of Conduct suggests.  NGOs do not show 
people in vulnerable situations or use sensationalizing photos. Photos of women and children 
operate as legitimizers of their actions as humanitarian NGO and address their solidarity.   
However, the positive imagery has a risk of glossing over the real problems continent has. For 
instance, images fail to explain the structural economic and political issues that have impacts 
on African states. Moreover, by showing women only in contented roles of mothers and in 
important roles of providing food security, they do not address the inequalities women are 
facing in their everyday life. Violence against women, unequal position in terms of economic 
status, sexuality and general discrimination are topics that are often ignored in the imagery of 
NGOs. However, today, the gender aspect to development is normally embedded to all 
projects, programs, actions and approaches in the development industry. It is visible in 
massive amount of images depicting women but unfortunately these photos, solely as images, 
are incapable of addressing the unequal position of women. In a contrary, as Wilson (2011: 
318) notes, images of empowered women are created from patriarchal positions that usually 
have discriminated women and fail to show women in any other position that as mother, 
nurtures, and providers.  
The development discourse of NGOs is mostly characterized by alternative approaches to 
development, addressing human agency, participatory and empowerment. Representation of 
Sub-Saharan Africa and Africans are clearly influenced by these approaches. People are 
shown as active, hard-working, and independent actors who strive for better future and 
development with their own efforts. They participate to the decision-making process, and are 
shown as inherent part of the development projects implemented by NGOs. They seem to be 
enthusiastic and content about the development interventions happening in their villages.  
However, as mentioned above, the majority of images can be classified as ‘positive’. While 
this may be a better option than presenting victimizing photos of starving people, replacing 
negative images with positive photos just replaces one stereotype with another one. 
85 
 
Furthermore, over half of the photos do not have captions to explain the context of the 
depicted situation. In these cases, the interpretation of the photo happens solely in a level of 
the image. The massive amount of nameless women and children in nameless rural villages 
reinforces the stereotype of vast and rural Africa.  Positive imagery does not pay attention to 
complex political and economic situations of the states in Africa. Moreover, it shows 
development as something what happens easily when people participate and have access to 
aid and assistance.  
However, even if over half of the photos do not have captions, when they do they give rather 
specific information about people and locations depicted. Over 70 per cent of these photos 
have specific location mentioned, usually at the level of city or village. This for sure opens up 
the myth of unknown Africa and brings it more close to Northern audience. However, NGOs 
do not consider that often the ethical aspect of sharing names and location of people depicted. 
Even the Code of Conduct on images and messages (Dócha 2014: 12) encourages using 
accurate captioning in images, when people are willing to share their names and are not in 
vulnerable situations. In vulnerable position or not, this protocol differs a lot compared to 
research ethics, in which the anonymity of the people and locations are always carefully 
protected. However, it is arguable whether it is better to enlighten the context of the photo to 
avoid stereotyping images or to protect the anonymity of the person depicted.  
Lastly, the recent imagery of NGOs has shown some progress in how they represent 
development; it is not represented solely as an easy and linear process anymore, but 
organization have added images that support Dogra’s (2007: 179) idea of’ mixed messages’ in 
which photos are not negative or positive but depicts more accurately the real situation in 
Sub-Saharan Africa without whitewashing or victimizing the people.  
7. Discussion 
 
This chapter reflects the results of the thesis to previous literature and connects the 
representation found from the data to broader theoretical discussion on representation of 
Africa. The visual materials of NGOs have an important impact on representations of Africa 
or Africans as their communication strategies are driven by developmental approaches and 
organizational policies and competition. The main focus is that Sub-Saharan Africa as a 
geographical unit is a construction produced by different discourses. Thus, here it will be 
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viewed how NGOs have constructed the representation of Africa and Africans through their 
communication strategies and development discourses.  
There are at least four findings that clearly arise from the data. First, the study period from 
2000 to 2015 is characterized by growing attention to how developing countries are 
represented in the messages and images of NGO. After the Ethiopian crisis in 1984-85 global 
education and advocacy became inherent part of many NGOs and this led to ‘positivization’ 
of the imagery (Dogra 2007: 167), in other words, NGOs started to use more positive images 
instead of negative. The change that emerged from the late 1980s is visible in the results of 
this research as most of the photos analyzed can be considered as ‘positive’. However, the 
change to positive images cannot be regarded solely as a positive aspect, and thus, the second 
finding in the discussion argues that positive imagery just creates other stereotypical ways to 
represent Africa, which are not new, but reflect the colonial discourses of the continent. 
Moreover, even if seeking to represent continent in more positive light, NGOs fall into 
simplification and stereotypes that fail to explain the complex issues continent faces today. 
Positive images ignore other ways to view the continent and fail to consider for instance 
urbanization, democratization and improvements both in economy and human development. 
Thirdly, while NGOs generally emphasize alternative approaches to development and 
discourses such as empowerment, participation and human agency, it is arguable in what 
extent these photos address the importance of human development or whether they are just 
reflection of neocolonial powers. Thus, empowerment might be just different side of the same 
coin in free trade discourse. The forth finding suggests, however that NGOs have a unique 
way of bringing Africa closer to the West. Moreover, the recent imagery of NGOs shows the 
emergence of ‘mixed messages’. Mixed messages seek to represent Global South in more 
realistic way instead of showing overly negative or overly positive images (Dogra 2007: 179). 
These four key findings will be discussed below. Furthermore, the future of humanitarian 
communication will be estimated and the methods and data and their impact on the results 
will be critically examined, and also some suggestion for further research will be given.  
7.1 From negative to positive 
 
The data of this research is especially characterized by positive visualization of Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Ethiopian famine in 1984─85 was a turning point in humanitarian communication 
(Benthall 1993; Dogra 2007: 167); the shocking photos of starving people from Ethiopia 
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spread by big INGO became targets of strong debate, and consideration towards more ethical 
dimension of visualization of NGOs emerged (Dogra 2007: 167; Dogra 2012: 5). Moreover, 
the emergence of global education and advocacy departments has changed the general way of 
doing humanitarian communication (Dogra 2012: 6). 
Thus, the 21
st
 century has been characterized by more positive images from Sub-Saharan 
Africa represented by NGOs.  Therefore, it is not a surprise that also the data of this study is 
more focused on the positive imagery. During the time period of 15 years the change has been 
modest and the imagery has been somewhat steady, focusing on active, contented and happy 
people instead of suffering ‘distant others’. Thus, the guidelines of Code of Conduct have 
been regarded well, and images have been chosen based on values of “respect, equality, 
solidarity, and justice” (Dócha 2014). Victimising images of suffering people are not visible 
in communication materials of NGOs but people are showed as active agents of their own 
lives. However, this raises at least two issues: persisting stereotypes and lacking of 
complexity towards development. Furthermore, it is questionable in what extent positive 
imagery address the human aspect of development, or are they just reflecting the dominant 
development discourse of powerful actors in the field of development industry.  
7.1.1 Persisting stereotypes? 
As Code of Conduct notes, changing negative imagery with more positive ones just replaces 
certain stereotypes with other ones. By simplifying, reducing and naturalizing (Hall 1997: 
258) characters of Sub- Saharan Africa to smiling children, colourful clothes, rural 
environment, and efficient women, NGO material represent the continent as ‘other’(figure 
26). While it may be ‘exotic other’ instead of ‘distant sufferer other’, it is still other, different 
and distant compared to Europe (Dogra 2012: 25). Othering, as explained in previous 
chapters, is a mean to represent other cultures and people as different and subaltern compared 
to Europeans (Said 1978). During the times of slave trades, colonialism and imperialism, 
othering and paternalism emerged as tools to legitimize the presence and actions of Europeans 
in Africa and these negative labels are still visible and acknowledge today (Grosz-Ngaté et al. 
2014: 14). Even if NGOs do not label Africans as lazy, dangerous, child-like creatures, the 
exotic is just another way of othering the continent and thus, closely connected to colonial 
legacy. Furthermore, stereotypes ignore the improvements Sub-Saharan Africa has 
accomplishes during the 21
st
 century. The rapid urbanization, democratization and growth in 
economy are prevalent phenomenon in many states of Sub-Saharan Africa (UNDP 2016).  
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Figure 26 “Food and education from the garden”. Photo shows how small scale gardening project 
provided by NGO have brought wealth to the women in the village and empowered them by providing 
work. (“Come and help” magazine 1/2007, pp. 10. Finn Church aid) 
In addition, as noticed from the results of the content analysis, 56 per cent of the photos did 
not have captions.  Thus, majority of the photos represent anonymous people in unknown 
rural locations. This confirms the myth of unknown, one ‘Africa’ in which cultural, moral and 
spatial difference has been reduced to few characters (Campbell 2007: 359). On the other 
hand, it is notable that when photos did have caption, the locations and people were described 
rather precisely, and even the name of the villages were mentioned. Thus, the performance of 
NGOs varies. However, solely by looking at the photos, more often than not the people and 
places stay unknown. 
One way to guide the material of NGOs to more positive direction is the infantilizing and 
feminization of the developing world (Dogra 2007; Dogra 2012; Manzo 2006) by using 
massive amount of photos of children and women. This is also evident in the data of this 
research.  Infantilizing and feminization create further stereotypes of Sub-Saharan Africa by 
ignoring the presence of men, elders or any other groups of people.  While, for instance, 
images of children alone reinforce the NGO values of humanitarian, solidarity, neutrality and 
impartiality they also suggest paternalistically that families are incapable or failed of taking 
care of their children (Burman 1995: 22). Similarly photos of women, even if they are showed 
as active, suggest that they do not have other option for the survival of the family (Wilson 
2011: 328). In this way, the humanitarian communication blends into colonial legacy that 
infantilizes other cultures with paternalistic assumptions that Africans need guardian to take 
care of them (Burman 1995: 22). Thus, even if NGOs have rather good intension to avoid 
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suffering images, Sub-Saharan Africa is still showed from the perspective of ‘other’. The 
positive images create other kinds of stereotypes which ignores the current trend of 
urbanization and growth in economy in Sub-Saharan Africa. Moreover, negative or positive, 
either way images are closely connected to their colonial legacy.  
However, as the counter discourse of ‘familiar Africa’ shows, NGOs have a unique way of 
bringing Sub-Saharan Africa closer to the  Northern audience and this ways NGOs decrease 
the distance between ‘us and other’. One way is to invoke emotions with universal discourses 
of childhood and motherhood by showing sentimental images of children with their mothers. 
Nonetheless, more importantly, while Africa may be represented as different, it is not 
unknown anymore, since NGOs are quite specifically labelling the locations and people 
depicted. Instead of referring simply to “Africa” or “Africans”, they are giving more accurate 
information about the locations, personalizing the people and providing photo stories that give 
further information than simple and uninformative snapshots. Thus, NGOs may create other 
stereotypes which in a way are a continuum to colonial discourses, but they also dispel the 
unknown and dark myth that has shadowed the continent for decades, and as such, is rather 
unique way to represent Africa, for example, compared to media’s representations.  
7.1.2 Lacking of complexity in development 
In addition to stereotypes, the other issue that arises from the positive imagery is the 
whitewashing of developing world. Positive imagery of happy and active people glosses over 
the real issues Sub-Saharan Africa phases (Chouliaraki 2010:114) and gives readers a 
message that aid is successful and there are no longer people in need. NGOs often tend to 
ignore the complex nature of development in their communication since it is easier to show 
positive imagery which suggests that development is a linear process and aid brings growth, 
well-being and poverty alleviation. In other words, poverty is not considered or represented as 
structural issue but as something to which individuals are capable of influencing by their 
action and life choices (Stevenson 2012: 153). In fact, the suggestion that development would 
be a linear process refers to post WWII era and modernization theories that assumed that 
development is a temporal-spatial process in which developing countries would rise from 
underdevelopment through economic growth (Potter et al. 2004: 88). While NGOs support 
alternative approaches to development and the importance of human approach, they fail to 
address the fact that there is no trick to ‘development’ but instead, the political, social and 
economic structures have complex consequences on people’s lives.  
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As UNDP (2016) notes, many Sub-Saharan African countries have shown improvements 
what it comes to economy, democratization and poverty reduction. However, the differences 
between countries are huge and while some states are experiencing rapid improvements, some 
states remain stuck in conflict and pervasive poverty. Global economy is one of the biggest 
reasons for this. Khalema, Andrew and Odoom (2013: 291) argue that Sub-Saharan Africa is 
trapped because of unequal global economy and the role of states as producers of primary 
products. Thus, they are not trapped since the countries are poor but they are locked in a role 
of producing few products for their ex-colonializing powers (ibid.). This may be the biggest 
shortage in NGOs’ visual communication. While they concentrate on showing active, hard-
working people engaged in small scale businesses, they fail to show the structural issues in 
global economy that keeps these countries trapped to their positions. Thus, the imagery 
ignores the influence of global system and the world economy to the lives of people depicted 
and moreover, fails to understand the complex connections to history of colonialism and 
imperialism (Dogra 2007, 2011, 2012). In short, images are created from the perspective of 
European cultures and are hence taken out of their historical and cultural context.  
However, there is a slight change shown in recent imagery of NGOs that suggest other 
interpretation to development. According to Dogra (2007: 170) images of NGOs should not 
victimize developing world nor show it in too positive light but instead, provide ‘mixed 
messages’ that show the reality of the life in developing world, one that is not so different 
from us but is not without problems (figure 27). As the data shows, in recent years the 
imagery of NGOs have shifted more to direction of mixed messages, which strive to show the 





Figure 27 Realistic capture of a family somewhere in Sub-Saharan Africa. Photo provides a good 
example of ‘mixed messages’ with a room somewhat dilapidated, missing teeth, and a mobile phone. 
(Plan magazine 9/2011, pp. 42.) 
 
7.2 Alternative development discourses or reflections from the past? 
 
NGOs in this study are engaged in education, democracy building, improving health, food 
security and livelihoods of people, and empowering women and children (Plan Finland 2016; 
World Vision Finland; Finn Church aid 2016; Taksvärkki 2016; UFF 2016). Thus, the 
approach to development is undeniably human as they address the importance of participation 
of all groups to decision-making and seek to improve the livelihoods of most vulnerable 
people. NGOs have been viewed as producers of alternative development knowledge as 
opposite to traditional and dominant discourses or neoliberalism, free markets and growth 
(McEwan 2009: 186). 
The human approach, and especially the discourse of empowerment, is visible in the imagery; 
it is in participative village meetings, in which important issues are discussed from women’s 
rights to children’s education, and sustainable farming experiments. It is in new projects that 
have been partly planned by local people. It is in photos showing happy and contented 
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villagers smiling with a new school building at the background or selling products of small-
scale agricultural business (figure 28). 
 
Figure 28 Young woman selling agricultural products in Nairobi. (World Vision magazine 2/2010, pp. 
3.) 
However, one can ask, in what extent imagery of active, hard-working, and happy people 
address the human approach?  Are photos even capable of depicting alternative development 
discourses which NGOs are said to promote?  As Wilson (2011: 315) argues, empowerment is 
closely connected to neoliberalism. The idea of empowerment lies in assumptions that 
development should be conducted in cooperation with the local community (participation) 
since they have their personal knowledge about the region, nature and people (indigenous 
knowledge). Therefore, by targeting the aid well, local communities are able to take the lead 
in the project (bottom-up approach and empowerment). With the financial help from aid 
organization and by investing in small-scale business, and especially in microfinance projects 
of women, people in Africa can arise from the poverty, but this thought has deep connotation 
in growth theories and in colonial past in which productive and contented subalterns where 
working in colonial enterprises in order to develop (Wilson 2011: 316). 
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Moreover, Wilson (2011: 321) argues that these images of empowered people are not just 
resulting from the communicative turn from negative, victimizing images to more positive 
ones (Benthall 1993; Dogra 2007; Orgad 2011), but that the change is due the incorporation 
of development organization into the transnational system of markets. In short, NGOs are 
increasingly dependent on global media, markets and donors due the declining financial 
support from the government and competition between other NGOs (Vestergaard 2011: 14; 
Cottle & Nolan 2007: 863). Thus, NGOs are not so much independent producers of 
alternative development knowledge but instead more and more influenced by the dominant 
actors in the development industry. For instance, during the time frame of 2000-2015 the 
practices of Finnish NGOs are largely characterized by MDGs (Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 
Finland 2015) which are creations of UN and World Bank, who are most powerful producers 
of development knowledge. However, especially WB’s approach to poverty alleviation is 
strongly economic (McEwan 2009: 182). Moreover, MDGs are measured by economic 
indicators only, ignoring other ways to measure development (ibid.). Incorporation of NGOs 
to the practice of dominant development industry actors, decrease their significance as 
producers of alternative discourses.  
All in all, even if so-called alternative development approaches are visible in the data, it is 
arguable whose interest they are actually serving and how “alternative” they really are. With 
positive images, and especially by using massive amount of children’s images, NGOs seek to 
legitimize their nature as humanitarian organizations. Once again the analysis concludes that 
NGOs tend to dehistoricize their imagery. They do not consider the connotation which images 
of active and contended people have in colonial past or in neoliberal approach.  
7.3 Future of humanitarian communication 
 
Drawing from discussions of previous chapter, the important question rises; can development 
discourses ever be totally separated from the colonial legacy? It seems that regarded from any 
point-of-view, representations of Sub-Saharan Africa are always, in some extent, reflecting 
the colonial era (infantilization, feminization, othering, paternalism, empowerment, or 
neoliberalism).  
Thus, what kind of visualization would show Sub-Saharan Africa and Africans in real and 
truthful light without forgetting neither the historical nor cultural context, without 
whitewashing the real issues or creating new stereotypes?  If considered humanitarian 
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communication, the concept of agonistic solidarity introduced by Chouliaraki (2011: 377) 
could be one way to address the complex issue. According to Chouliaraki (ibid.), the focus of 
NGOs should be on the communication of suffering as a political question of injustice. Thus, 
the focus would not be on addressing the shared humanity between us and other or sharing 
our feelings for distant sufferer. Instead, the basis of agonistic solidarity would be on political 
injustice that directs our actions and emotions (ibid.). Sub-Saharan Africa should not be 
represented in more positive light than it is nor spread images of starving children that 
victimize the people and the continent. Instead, humanitarian communication should address 
the complexity of development and show that poverty is a political question. How to actually 
visualize this is a more complicated question. 
The recent arising of ‘mixed messages’ in the communication materials of NGOs is one way 
to address the complexity of development and visualize Sub-Saharan Africa more truthfully. 
Dogra (2007: 170) notes that with providing mixed messages, NGOs are able to widen their 
representational choices beyond the selection between ‘negative’ or ‘positive’. Moreover, 
mixed messages are able to provide answers to what development practices are. Thus, it 
shows development in more truthful light and cuts down exaggeration from both negative and 
positive sides. However, there is still little academic discussion available to the question what 
is mixed messages and how to use it in humanitarian communication.  
Post-colonialism approach could give some propositions for future humanitarian 
communication. As McEwan (2009: 203) argues, the advantage of post-colonial approach is 
in its capability to address problematic issues in development discourses and to show their 
connection to colonialism. Thus, it is able to suggest changes to these recolonizing practices 
that are so embedded to our thinking that we cannot notice them anymore. ‘Post –colonialist 
development discourse’ aims to embed indigenous knowledge to transnational networks of 
development. Instead of attempting to integrate different views, post-colonialism seeks to 
actively engage indigenous knowledge to local and global development policies (McEwan 
2009: 203). Moreover, as Nayak and Jeffrey (2011: 258) note, post-colonialism seeks to bring 
out the voices of non-Western people and as such, provide new forms of knowledge. So how 
to transfer this approach to images? 
First of all, NGOs need to accept their difficult role as both producers of alternative 
development knowledge and as reproducers of colonial discourses in their communication. 
They need to understand that developmental practices in Africa can never be entirely 
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separated from the colonial past. One way to bypass this and embed the post-colonial 
development discourse to visualization of NGOs would be by giving local people in Sub-
Saharan Africa the power and responsibility to make decision how to visualize the continent 
in NGO communication materials. Thus, as Nayak and Jeffrey (2011:258) and McEwan 
(2009:203) suggest, NGOs could empower the local personnel as participants to produce 
communication materials and as such, bring out their voice and forms of knowledge.  This 
way, NGOs would be able to disconnect the colonial legacy from their development 
communication and instead of giving the decision-making to Northern communication and 
marketing experts, NGOs would use the alternative bottom-up approach also in their 
communication.  
While participative development communication is not a new phenomenon, it is normally 
used to change ideas between the local community and NGOs (Seraves 2008: 21). Now the 
focus would be between Northern audience and local communities in south. As Tallon and 
McGregor (2014: 1419) also suggest, as a solution to problems faced by global education, 
with the modern technology, students could be linked to diverse countries directly without 
mediated development communication in between. The role of NGOs as representatives of 
people from global south could be leave out by linking Northern audience straight to target 
groups in Africa. New technology with social-media channels could provide platform for this 
kind of communication. Tallon and McGregor (2014: 1419) suggest, for example, that NGOs 
could operate as facilitators of this service instead of acting as representatives of developing 
world.  
Moreover, as Northern NGOs examined in this study are not really the actual representatives 
of the local communities in Global South, one way would be to do cooperation between 
Southern NGOs and let them produce the communication material that would bring the voices 
of local communities. As Ahmad (2006: 629) suggests Northern NGOs should do cooperation 
with governments and private sector while leaving the development projects to local NGOs. 
There is a visible change in the north-south partnership in development cooperation. For 
example European commission (EC) has decided that Southern NGOs can be granted directly 
without Northern partners (Minoia 2012: 85) Thus, the importance of the Northern NGOs in 





7.4 Methodological considerations 
 
The biggest concerns in this thesis were related to image based research and to methods of 
analysis. However, the visualization of NGOs was regarded as an important issue since people 
often pay attention first to images instead other messages and thus, photos produced by NGOs 
have an important role creating perception of developing world to the audience (Dogra 2012: 
2). Moreover, there are several studies concentering on the role of descriptive texts and media 
in the image creation of Africa (i.e. Fabian 2013; Franks 2010) and therefore, the focus on 
visual materials instead, seemed to be a valid choice.  
In the beginning the concern was also, how to connect image-based research on 
communication materials to development geography. However, geography has always been 
considered as visual science (Rose 2003: 212; Linkola 2013: 27) and thus, images used as 
data was not regarded as problematic. Moreover, by choosing the post-colonialism as a 
theoretical approach and concept of ‘othering’, they linked development geography tightly to 
humanitarian communication which is “the rhetorical practices of transnational actors that 
engage with universal ethical claims, such as common humanity or global civil society, to 
mobilize action on human suffering” (Chouliaraki 2010: 108). As basis of humanitarian 
communication lies in the concept of ‘suffering other’, the link between post-colonialism and 
othering is evident.  
In methods part (Chapter 5) the issues that aroused from the data and the data gathering 
process are critically discussed. Here, it is crucial to add that considering the topic, it would 
have been interesting to view the data from longer time period. The change in imagery of 
NGO during the time period of 15 years was somewhat modest.  However, considering the 
fact that it was rather difficult to gather even 15 years old communication materials, it 
probably would have been impossible to find decade old material. Moreover, the change from 
negative images to positive ones is quite clear in the light of previous literature (i.e. Benthall 
1993; Dogra 2007). Thus, the shorter time period of 15 years allowed this thesis to 
concentrate on further issues, instead of analyzing somewhat obvious change ‘from negative 
to positive’. On the other hand, longer time period would have enabled access for larger data 
and thus allowed viewing not only temporal variation but also comparison between NGOs. At 
first, the aim of this study was also to make comparison between different NGOs in Finland 
and view whether their size, goals, focus group or origins have impact on representations. 
However, the materials NGO produced varied a lot and thus, it would not have been valid to 
97 
 
compare different sources of materials. Furthermore, some organizations did not have older 
material available anymore, so temporal comparison between NGOs was not possible either.  
What it comes to methods, the combination of content analysis and discourse analysis served 
well the purpose of the thesis. Moreover, the loose methodological frame of iconology was a 
good tool to direct the different phases of analysis. However, the issues emerged in terms of 
how to practically conduct discourse analysis. According to Saaranen-Kauppinen and 
Puusniekka (2006), discourse analysis, in fact, should not be regarded solely as a 
methodological tool but as a wider theoretical framework for the study. Moreover, Rose 
(2012: 209) and Potter and Wethrell (1994) note that there is no clear way of doing visual 
discourse analysis. Thus, the researcher has, to some extent, a freedom of interpreting the data 
in light of previous literature, research questions and theoretical approaches. On the other 
hand, s/he has a responsibility to follow as accurately as possible good and ethical research 
practises and avoid overly subjective interpretation. The suggestion of Rose (2012: 220) 
related to early phases of discourse analysis was found especially useful; she advises that 
researcher should stay as open-minded as possible in terms of the research material. In other 
words, s/he should leave behind any preconceptions s/he may have regarding the topic and 
data, and instead, let the data to guide the analysis. The use of iconology as a methodological 
frame helped to view the data more objectively. To get rid of pre-assumptions towards the 
data, content analysis was used as a pre-tool in the level of iconology. The results of CA were 
connected to previous discourses with using post-colonial lenses by Dogra and thus the 
discourse analysis was made from basis of the pre-practises. Thus, the last phase of analysis 
was based on more objective methods. 
However, as Creswell (2014: 8) notes in constructionism, researchers interpret the world from 
their own personal, cultural and historical backgrounds and thus, research can never be fully 
objective. This leads to everlasting issue of how valid qualitative analysis can be since it can 
never be entirely objective? However, compared to quantitative research, qualitative methods 
do not seek to prove or affirm existing statements or test theories. Instead, it aims to 
understand phenomenon and find answers and reveal unexpected results (Hirsjärvi et al. 2010: 
152). Thus, the results cannot be generalized to universal truths, but they are linked to time 
and space of the research (ibid.). Considering the discourse analysis, Rose’s advice (2012: 
157) of letting the data guide the analysis is thus, the basis of the qualitative analysis. In this 
thesis, both qualitative and quantitative methods were used, but the qualitative had more 
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emphasize as the knowledge-interest of the thesis lies in understanding the phenomenon. 
Thus, quantitative methods would not have been enough to explain the phenomenon.  
Lastly, it would have been interesting to add interviews of NGO personnel and audience to 
the research, in order to view the whole representational field of images. However, it was not 
possible in the context and time limits of Master’s thesis and thus, this study concentrated 
solely on representations and their meaning. However, for the possible further research, it 
would be interesting to view the whole representational field of NGO messages. Furthermore, 
it would be interesting to compare the performance of Finnish NGOs in terms of 
representations of Africa to other countries. For example, much of the research related to 
humanitarian communication has been conducted in UK where NGOs are almost solely 
depended on private donations (Dogra 2012, Orgad 2013; Chouliaraki 2011; Vestergaard 
2008). Till now, the Foreign Ministry of Finland has been the biggest sponsor for Finnish 
NGO. Therefore, it would be interesting to view differences between these organizations, with 
a main focus on communication strategies. Moreover, UK has strong roots in history as a 
colonizer in several African states. All though, Finland do not have similar background as a 
colonizer our perceptions of Africa are closely linked to general European image of the 
continent. Moreover, as Loftsdóttir and Jensen (2012) argue, colonialism is visible also in 
Nordic countries. Nevertheless, it would be interesting to view whether there would be strong 
differences between Finns’ image of Africa and the image of British.  
8. Conclusions 
 
The aim of this study was to critically view the representation of Sub-Saharan Africa 
produced by NGOs in Finland. The hypothesis set in the beginning, estimated that 
representations of Sub-Saharan Africa would concentrate on positive aspects of exotic and 
colorful Africa while the focus of positive images would mostly be on women and children. 
Furthermore, the hypothesis suggested that NGOs would avoid victimizing images of the 
‘suffering other’; nevertheless, images would stay somewhat simplified and one-sided 
representations of the diverse continent.  
The results of the study show that the hypothesis was partly right. The contemporary image of 
Sub-Saharan Africa represented by NGOs seems to follow the exotic perception towards the 
region. Sub-Saharan Africa is represented as different other but in a positive light. NGOs 
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avoid using shocking images or suffering people and thus, the emotions of pity and shame are 
replaced with empathy that reader feels when s/he sees “grateful sufferer” (Chouliaraki 2010: 
113). However, as hypothesis suggested, the change from negative to positive has replaced 
certain stereotypies of Africa with other ones. Africa is showed as traditional, rural, and 
colourful with contented, happy and hard-working people. Local communities are inherent 
part of development projects and photos show success stories of how aid, development project 
or child sponsorship program has helped people out from extreme poverty. Discourses of 
miserable, dark and despair are replaced with hope, empowerment and participatory. The 
massive amount of children and women further infantilizes and feminize the region, 
reinforcing the image of ‘efficient women’, absence of fathers and husbands and, thus, 
suggests that families, and especially children, are in need of external assistance. This 
communicative strategy of NGOs further reinforces their role as humanitarian actors in the 
field of development industry. Moreover, the imagery is rather heterogenic, ignoring the 
existence of other kind of families and couples. African families are always showed solely as 
nuclear families with invisible fathers.  
Even if represented in the light of “positive aspects”, Sub-Saharan Africa is still described as 
different compared to Europe. ‘Othering’ is used as a mean to legitimize the actions of NGOs 
in Africa in a similar way it was used to justify the actions and presence of Europeans during 
the colonization. With binary opposition, Africa is still described from the point-of-view what 
it is not; it is rural not modern, it is chaotic not in order, it is underdeveloped not developed, it 
is feminine not masculine. Furthermore, the strong discourses of empowered people have a 
clear connection to neoliberal theories and discourse of ‘good free trade’. NGOs fail to 
explain the complicated structures of world order and world economy’s role in Global South.  
However, what the hypothesis did not suggest, is that even if represented as ‘different other’ 
with their communication techniques, NGOs are also dispelling the unknown image of Africa. 
They use photo stories instead of snapshots that provide further information about the people 
and situations. When there is a caption explaining objects, locations and people in the photo, 
these are explained with details. People in the images are personalized by using names and by 
providing background story for them. More often the location is explained in the geographical 
level of city or village. The previous image of ‘vast’, ‘unknown’, and ‘dark’ continent is 
evidently fading away with more accurate descriptions. All these strategies bring Sub-Saharan 
Africa closer to us. This counter discourse of ‘familiar Africa’ is rather unique among 
representations of Africa and in a way integrates the continent to our world system. In 
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addition, NGOs tend to personalize the continent as their imagery is strongly focused on 
showing people. Thus, even if the purpose of this thesis was to explore the representations of 
Africa, representations produced by NGOs are mostly showing Africans. 
Moreover, the complex nature of development, which is usually hard to explain with images 
and, and which NGOs too often show as a linear process, seem to be changing gradually. 
Today, NGOs are providing more ‘mixed messages’ (Dogra 2007: 179) instead of showing 
only negative or positive images. These mixed images show Sub-Saharan Africa in more 
truthful light without exaggerating its problems or glossing over the real issues by showing 
aid as something that solves even structural political and economic problems of society. 
However, these messages are still in minor position and the future will show in what direction 
imagery of NGO will go.  
In Finland, the future of development organizations and especially departments of global 
education and advocacy is hazy. The actions of the current government in cutting down the 
financial support from the organization (see Chapter 2) will undeniably have impacts of the 
communication strategies of NGOs. Increasing competition over donors between NGOs may 
lead to emerging incorporation of marketing strategies to the structures of organization. 
Moreover, examples from other countries have showed that in increasing competition one 
way to distinct from others is the use of shocking appeals. Thus, it is hard to say in what 
direction the communication of NGOs will go; whether it will return to more negative 
imagery, stay as it is now, concentrating mainly on positive photos, or seek to find the path to 
mixed messages. As suggested in the previous chapter, one way would be to embed the 
bottom-up approach of development to communication strategies of NGOs. Thus, the role of 
Northern NGOs as representatives of developing world would fade away since people could 
spread messages and images, from their own perspective, directly to the Northern audience 
with using social-media. Moreover, there is a clear change in north-south partnerships in 
terms of development cooperation as EC has decided that SNGO can be granted directly 
without involvement of NNGOs (Minoia 2012:85). However, at least till now, NGOs have 
undeniably important role as spreading information about developing countries to Northern 
audience, and the images they show to audience have a strong influence on how we regard the 
developing world. Thus, the direction in which the future humanitarian communication goes, 
will in some extent also define how we consider the developing world and Africa.  
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Another aspect to changing the perception towards Africa is the current migration trend that is 
prevalent in Europe. Today, the amount of immigrants is at the highest level since the Second 
World War and the global number of refugees is estimated to be 16.1 million, which is the 
highest level in past two decades (UNHCR 2015). The push factors are not only the conflicts 
in Middle East and Central Africa, but also declining economy, unemployment and unequal 
world order, and for example, increasing amount of Africans are now coming to Europe in 
hope of a better life. The way in which the whole “refugee crises” is communicated in media 
is somewhat negative. While NGOs have more humanitarian approach to refugee crises in 
their communication, both actors, media and NGOs, surely have a strong influence on our 
perceptions how we consider the Third World citizens and their presence here in Europe. 
Thus, it would be interesting to connect the contemporary European image of Africa in light 
of increasing migration and possibly compare representations of refugees or migrants between 
media and NGOs.  Moreover, since now, images showing Africans in Finland in NGO 
materials are rare. As a result from continues migration, the amount of Africans in Finland 
will increase. NGOs could consider adding photos that depict Africans who live in Finland to 
their future communication materials since this aspect would be a new way to represent the 
people from Sub-Saharan Africa and furthermore, this would emphasize the globalized world 
which is visible topic in educational and advocacy materials of NGOs. 
All in all, the complex topic of humanitarian communication and its influence on 
representation of Africa will surely change to one way or another. However, important for any 
communication is to show Africa and Africans as truthfully as possible without ignoring the 
connection of the development industry to colonialism, but also without glossing over the real 
problems that are persisting in Sub-Saharan African states. In light of globalized world, more 
research is required both on humanitarian communication and its future in Finland as well as 
Finnish people’s perception towards Africa and Africans without forgetting to give a voice to 
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Appendix 1: Coding frame of the data 
 
A. NGO  
1 UFF 
2 Taksvärkki 
3 Finn Church aid 
4 Plan Finland 
5 World Vision Finland 
 
B. issue number/year/image number;  for example: 0213-04 (2nd no. in 2013, 4th image) 
 
C. Source of the material 
01. news letter 
02. annual report 
03. magazine 
04. campaign brochure 
05. poster 
06. web page picture 
07. other 
 
D. Image location/size 
1 independent image (cover, poster, filling the whole page) 
2 larger image (main image) on article 






F. Caption includes information about: 
1 location 
2 the date when the photograph was taken 
3 information about people depicted 
4 two or more of the previous 
5 other information 
6 none above/no caption 
 
G. Level of location  
1 country mentioned 
2 country and region mentioned 
3 country, region and city mentioned 
4 no specification of the location 
5 only general region without specific country 
  
 
H. Country in Sub-Saharan Africa 
 
I. what is photographed 
1 people 
2 nature (no people in pictures) 




1 lush environment 
2 dry environment 
3 dangerous looking environment 
4 build environment/houses/inside a house 
5 no clear background/blurred 
 
K. Urban versus rural setting 
1 urban 
2 rural 
3 no clear setting/blank 
 
L. Emotional expression in the photograph (main foregroung person) 
1 smiling 
2 serious/neutral face 
3 sad / crying 
4 angry/ hostile 
5 face not visible 
6 other 
7 no people in the photo 
 
M. Gender of adults 
1 women 
2 men 
3 no adults 
4 both 
 
N. Age of those depicted (main foreground person) 
0 no people 
1 children 0-12 
2 teens 13-19 
3 young adults 20-30 
4 adults 31-59 
5 elders 60 -> 
 
  
O. Group size 
0 no people 
1 1 person 
2 2-5 people 
3 large group 
 
P. people depicted 
0 no people 
1 woman/women 
2 child alone/ children 
3 man/men 
4 women/mother with a child 
5 woman and man 
6 family photo 
7 group photo with several people/ children and adults 
8 man and child 
 
Q. Activity level of main foreground figures 
0 people 
1 passive object (smiling/staring at the camera) 
2 half passive/half active (i.e. work interrupted because of photo) 
3 active subject 
 





4 house work 
5 doing other work 
6 drinking/eating 
7 no active 
8 talking 








3 formal dress (school uniform, suit) 
4 other (dress is not visible) 
 
  





U. signs of extreme poverty, famine, diseases (malnourished children, broken clothes, 








W. Camera angle/vantage (point from which camera perceives main figures) 
1 frog perspective 
2 same-level 
3 from above 
 
X. The gaze of subject in photo (main foreground person) 
0 no people 
1 gazing straight to camera 
2 looking something/someone within the camera frame 
3 look off into distance 
4 gaze is absent (face of the subject is invisible) 
 
 
